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Welcome to issue Twenty-eight of �e Blue Notebook

Many thanks to our contributors for this issue. We have a 
great range of articles from Sweden, the USA and UK, in 
order of appearance:

�e Spots �at Never Went by Roelof Bakker is a personal 
re�ection on the devastation of AIDS in the 1980s/90s 
and the lasting impact of the AIDS crisis on a generation 
of gay men and their friends and families. With this 
article Bakker explores the creative processes and 
thinking behind the development of this artist’s book, as 
well as contextualising the work, responding to critical 
texts published at the height of the AIDS crisis and 
beyond. Other artists’ books published in this century, 
which address the experience of the AIDS crisis from the 
distance of time, are also investigated.

Con·nec·tion - On the eve of a retrospective exhibition 
celebrating Canadian artist Lise Melhorn-Boe’s fortieth 
year of producing artists’ books, Rebecca Korn explores 
some of the themes and connections within her work. 
�ese range from the e�ects of pollution and the 
environment on the human body, to family dynamics, 
and most recently, her sewing works. 

John McDowall - Some intervals in artists’ books.
Readers of artists’ books may be intrigued, their 
expectations of what a book is and does at times 
surprised or subverted. In such works meaning is rarely 
made explicit but develops in the dialogical relationship 
of the book and its reader/viewer. Such openness in 
reception can be initiated in manifold ways, for instance 
certain textual (whether of writing, image or material 
structure) elements of otherwise explicit connection 
may have been elided.

Five Fragments of Introductions To Robbin Ami Silverberg’s 
Books. �e book as an installation, the installation as a 
book. Paul van Capelleveen presents selected examples 
of works by American artist Robbin Ami Silverberg. 
�e text is abridged from a new publication which 
accompanies Silverberg’s retrospective exhibition Read 
Me Like A Book (Pratt Institute Library, Brooklyn, NY, 
USA), celebrating the 30th anniversary of 
her artist’s book studio Dobbin Books.

Joakim Norling & Lina Nordenström discuss: What 
is material based poetry? Based on their presentation 
at the Small Publishers Fair, Conway Hall, London in 
November 2019, book artist Lina Nordenström (GG 
Print Studio, Sweden) and publisher Joakim Norling 
(Timglaset Editions, Sweden) talk about material-based 
poetry, typewriter performances and the process of 
making books. 

�ank you to Csilla Bíró, Mike Dutton, Heather Green 
and Nigel Robinson for their artists’ pages. 

Many thanks also to Tom Sowden for the springtime 
cover design for this issue.

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

�e address for the PDF colour version of this issue is: 
www.bookarts.uwe.ac.uk/tbn/x1878/33fe/tbn28.pdf

And �nally, many thanks to you, our subscribers for 
supporting the publication of �e Blue Notebook. 

Sarah Bodman
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Roelof Bakker, �e Spots �at Never Went, 2020 (Polaroid print)
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�e Spots �at Never Went, the creative processes and 
thinking behind the making of an artist’s book

Roelof Bakker

‘�ere is something queer about artists’ books and…
there is a relationship between artists’ books and the 
queer community…both artists’ books and the queer 
community are marginalised.’ Michael Carasone 
(Carasone, 2010: 31)

‘�e fear AIDS produced was so horrifying that 
people looked for ways to forget it.’ Douglas Crimp 
(Takemoto, 2003: 89)

‘If people don’t say what they believe, those ideas and 
feelings get lost. If they are lost o�en enough, those 
ideas and feelings never return.’ David Wojnarowicz 
(Wojnarowicz, 2016: 80)

�e Spots �at Never Went is a personal re�ection on 
the devastation of AIDS in the 1980s/90s and the lasting 
impact of the AIDS crisis on a generation of gay men and 
their friends and families.

With this article I explore the creative processes 
behind the development of this artist’s book, as well as 
contextualising the work, responding to critical texts 
published at the height of the AIDS crisis and beyond. 
I also investigate other artists’ books published in this 
century, which address the personal experience of the 
AIDS crisis from the distance of time.

Image
A chance encounter with an apple tree at Cambridge 
Botanic Garden, reputedly a descendent by vegetative 
propagation of the tree which inspired Isaac Newton’s 
theory of gravity, made me wonder what humbler ideas 
the apple might evoke for me as an artist using both 
photography and writing as part of my practice.

As my enquiry began at the end of the apple season, 
most apples I encountered had fallen from trees and 
were lying on the ground, decaying in the undergrowth. 
I photographed a number of groups of fallen apples 
in situ, experimenting with both analogue and digital 
processes. Drawn to their sculptural qualities, I collected 
some for future research and use, subsequently exploring 
both form and texture of decay by photographing 
individual apples up close.

A�er I retrieved a round spotted apple from the bonnet 
of a car, I photographed it on expired Polaroid Spectra 
positive �lm. While holding the apple tenderly in the 
palm of my hand, I experienced an instant physical 
connection with this decaying fruit. 

�e expired developing chemicals of the Polaroid print 
a�ected the appearance of the recorded image, thereby 
connecting form to the decay presented in the image.

Looking at this photograph some days later, I recognised 
I had made a record of an important tactile connection, 
the act of a�ectionately holding the apple reminding 
me of a newspaper photograph of Princess Diana, who 
without gloves, tenderly held the hand of Shane Snape, a 
28-year old man living with AIDS. �e photograph was 
taken at the height of the AIDS crisis on 9th April 1987, 
when Diana o�cially opened the Broderip Ward, Britain’s 
�rst purpose-designed AIDS ward at the Middlesex 
Hospital in London. �e photographic record of her 
action was signi�cant; it helped destroy the myth that 
the virus could be passed on by ordinary social contact. 
(Daily Mail, 1987: 1)

To contextualise, I was nineteen when I moved to 
London from the Netherlands in 1984. I came out 
and began a new life, initially working as a male 
chambermaid in a Bloomsbury hotel, in the evenings 
making friends on the gay scene in Earl’s Court and 
Notting Hill Gate. Soon, I learnt of a new disease, 
allegedly originating from America with gay men being 
ill and dying. C, my �rst boyfriend in London, passed 
away from AIDS-related illness aged thirty in the �rst 
half of 1986, followed by other friends and a boyfriend, 
A, who was nineteen when we dated in 1987 and died 
aged twenty-�ve in 1993.

Information about AIDS initially came from other men 
on the scene, from the television and from the lurid 
tabloid newspapers that continued to label AIDS a 
gay plague, although listeners to the BBC World Service 
could have heard their science correspondent correct that 
mistake. (Capital Gay, 23 November 1984, quoted in 
Jarman, 1993: 99)

�e UK press was hugely hostile towards gay men and 
the impact of the AIDS crisis on the gay community. 
Simon Watney wrote in 1987:

I am not aware of a single article in the British press 
which pays serious attention to the situation of the two 
million or so gay men in the UK, who are currently 
living through this crisis with varying degrees of 
courage, grief, fear and stress. (Watney, 1987: 86)

Genuine, empathic, helpful information and essential 
news did not come from the mainstream press, instead 
I found it in the gay press, in particular in Capital Gay,
a free gay weekly ‘responsible tabloid’ newspaper 
distributed in bookshops, bars and clubs, with a focus 
on informed reporting on AIDS, gay and lesbian rights, 
police harassment and general gay news. 
(Jarman, 1993: 96)



8

Roelof Bakker, �e Spots �at Never Went, 2020, tabloid newspaper and broadsheet print in archival pocket with sticker.

Roelof Bakker, �e Spots �at Never Went, 2020, pp. 12-13
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Studying the round hal�one dots of the black and white 
newspaper photograph of Princess Diana that appeared 
in the Daily Mail, and seeing a link between the hal�one 
dots and the spots on the apple, evoked memories of 
people with AIDS living with Kaposi’s sarcoma, a rare 
skin cancer that surfaced in the later stages of AIDS 
related illness. (Daily Mail, 1987:1)

Graeme Sullivan observes that ‘serendipity and intuition 
that direct attention to unanticipated possibilities 
has long been a valued part of experimental enquiry,’ 
and process led me to experiment with subjecting 
the Polaroid photograph to a number of technical 
transformations. (Smith, Dean, 2009: 48)

A�er converting it to mono, I subverted the standard 
newspaper hal�one process by applying an oversize 
hal�one screen, subsequently enlarging sections of the 
hal�one photograph, the process distorting, and thereby 
destroying, the visual content of the original photograph 
and multiplying it into a multitude of, what Hito Steyerl 
calls, ‘poor’ images: images which are ‘no longer about 
the originary original.’ (Steyerl, 2009: online). 
�e fragmented, hal�one images have stripped the 
original photograph of information, thereby becoming 
original images in their own right.

�e black and white hal�one dots, symbolise notions of 
remembering and forgetting, of darkness and light, 
of hope and fear, of being HIV positive or HIV negative, 
of life and death, of presence and absence, and of loss 
and grief.

Text
I became aware the fragmented images linked to a 
short text I had written the previous year in an as 
yet unpublished creative correspondence with artist 
Michael Atavar, during which an unconscious stream of 
memories about life during the AIDS crisis had �owed 
onto the pages of my notebook: memories of dancing, 
of being in love, of lovers and friends dying, of police 
intimidation, of blame. (Atavar, Bakker, 2017)

Writing by novelist and poet Rainer Maria Rilke 
impacted on the making of some of Felix Gonzales 
Torres’ work, in particular Rilke’s short text ‘Blood-
Remembering’ which is included in the monograph Felix 
Gonzales Torres, edited by Julie Ault. Rilke emphasises 
the need for a writer to live a full life and to re�ect from 
the distance of space and time to �nd the right words to 
express personal experience. (Ault, 2016)

One ought to wait and gather sense and sweetness a 
whole life long, and a long life if possible, and then, 
quite at the end, one might perhaps be able to write 
ten lines that were good. For verses are not, as people 

imagine, simply feelings (those one has early enough) 
– they are experiences. (Rilke, 2016: 208)

It took over thirty years to write down the twelve brief 
sentences that make up the text of �e Spots �at Never 
Went, each sentence a statement beginning with the 
words, ‘I remember a time’, for example,

I remember a time of coloured lights, naked �esh and 
thick clouds of cigarette smoke. (Bakker, 2018: 9)

I remember a time when the police raided bars and 
clubs wearing decontamination suits and gloves. 
(Bakker, 2018: 21)

Douglas Crimp points out that ‘AIDS was a personal 
crisis as well as a public issue’ and my sentences are 
personal recollections, memories and feelings that are 
also part of a shared past of a community in London 
and beyond, a past which as time goes by, to me appears 
to become increasingly invisible and forgotten. (Crimp, 
2003: 81) I therefore sensed an urgency to share these 
memories and experiences a�ecting a generation of gay 
men and their friends and families, breaking my silence. 
As David Wojnarowicz observed in the late 1980s, 
remaining silent for any minority or marginalised group 
means that:

IDEAS AND FEELINGS GET LOST. IF THEY 
ARE LOST OFTEN ENOUGH, THOSE IDEAS 
AND FEELINGS NEVER RETURN. 
(Wojnarowicz, 2016: 80)

Image, text and form
Looking at Princess Diana’s hal�one tabloid newspaper 
photograph, which accompanied unusually positive, 
informative copy, evoked memories of the otherwise 
homophobic reporting by the tabloid newspapers. It is 
no surprise then, to discover that immediately below 
this article a brief news item highlights the plight of 
businessmen who want the law changed, ‘so they can 
sack employees with AIDS and ban su�erers from their 
premises’. (Daily Mail, 1987: 1-2)

I set out to explore the tabloid newspaper form with 
the intention to subvert its code, forcing my ‘own 
self-de�nition’ on both paper and form, (Navarro and 
Saal�eld, in Watney, 1990: 176) also recalling my past 
experience working as a designer on gay newspapers 
�e Pink Paper and Capital Gay and newsprint scene 
magazine Boyz.

Opposing the shouty, bold, cluttered tabloid design ethos, 
I devised an understated, minimal design with space to 
allow room for re�ection. Each sentence occupies a single 
right hand page, which faces a hal�one image on the 
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le� hand page. With image and text appearing on facing 
pages, the design is traditional in approach. It reproduces 
the juxtaposition of word and image as discrete elements 
in a pattern characteristic of the livre d’artiste. (Drucker, 
2004: 5)

�e daily tabloid newspaper in its usual form is an 
entirely disposable means of communication and with 
a shelf life of just a day, today’s fresh news is tomorrow’s 
old news. �e statements that make up �e Spots �at 
Never Went are yesterday’s news, however the AIDS crisis 
continues to impact on people’s lives, both from a mental 
and a physical health perspective. �e publication does 
not function as a paper to consume, to �ick through 
and to casually dispose of, instead it is a record to 
keep and archive, a record of both personal and 
historical importance.

With �e Spots �at Never Went, I claim the tabloid 
newspaper form as my own, looking at it ‘as a form 
to interrogate, not merely a vehicle of “reproduction”’, 
(Drucker, 2004: 9) utilising ‘the whole design and 
production process to reinforce the message of the 
subject matter.’ (Bodman, 2005: 8) As Michael Carasone 
observes:

Artists’ books can help someone, whether queer or 
not, to �nd his/her own voice, self-worth and place in 
the world. (Carasone, 2010: 37)

�e paper’s �rst half documents personal memories of 
going out and having a good time with friends in the now 
entirely erased gay scenes of Earl’s Court and Notting 
Hill. �e images facing these sentences also symbolise 
this demise of a once thriving gay community, a once 
supportive (yet also conformist, insular and o�en, 
oppressive) network.

I remember a time when men wore coloured hankies 
in their back pockets and talked of ‘baskets’ and ‘trade’. 
(Bakker, 2018: 13)

�e centrefold functions as a visual break and shows 
a double page hal�one image, glued onto which is a 
reproduction at actual size of the original colour Polaroid 
photograph, introducing a sense of transparency to the 
approach of image making.

In the newspaper’s second half, the tone of copy becomes 
instantly bleak, bluntly expressing the devastating impact 
of AIDS. �e hal�one dots have increased in size, the 
images becoming more graphic and abstract, as a means 
to emphasise my personal horror.

I remember a time when I was young and other young 
men got ill and soon a�er they died. (Bakker, 2018: 17)

�e thin and therefore fragile newsprint stock is semi-
transparent, causing the hal�one spots to show through 
the newsprint, making the spots appear on every page, 
the paper quality therefore linking to the sentence,

I remember a time of pneumocystis pneumonia, 
of Kaposi’s sarcoma and the spots that never went. 
(Bakker, 2018: 23)

Presented in a polypropylene pocket, the tabloid 
newspaper comes with a broadsheet insert, a mono 
hal�one reproduction of the entire Polaroid photograph 
reproduced larger than life, functioning as a paper 
memorial, a monument to attach to a wall. Unlike the 
friends and lovers who perished, the paper will age 
and deteriorate.

When I published The Spots �at Never Went, launching 
it at the 2018 Small Publishers Fair at Conway Hall in 
London, artists’ book collector John Janssen drew my 
attention to American artist and writer Joe Brainard’s 
1972 publication, I Remember, a book of o�en funny, 
short and light recollections from his life, each memory 
beginning with the words, ‘I Remember’, for example: ‘I 
remember jerking o� to sexual fantasies involving John 
Kerr. And Montgomery Cli�.’ (Brainard, 2017: 40) and 
the very brief, ‘I remember Liberace.’ (Brainard, 2017:14)

My writing unconsciously continued Brainard’s concept 
and researching his work, I learnt he died of AIDS-
related illness in 1994, aged ��y-three. A moving 
testimonial by his lover actor Keith McDermott appears 
in a collection of writing about the personal loss of 
friends and lovers to AIDS, edited by author Edmund 
White. McDermott writes:

When we �rst met in 1979, no one had heard of AIDS; 
even if we had the virus, we’d still have fallen in love, 
still clung to each other for as long as our passions 
held. (McDermott, 2001: 269)

Other forms
Ulrich Baer states that each ‘photograph opens onto 
a future that from within the image, is still radically 
undecided’. (Baer, 2005: 181) I did not anticipate, that 
�e Spots �at Never Went would become an 
investigation into the potential of a single photograph, 
a subverted Polaroid photograph, to illustrate an entire 
publication. Keith Smith used one photograph to make 
his 1989 artist’s book Book 141, an intricately engineered 
work, which shows fragments of a photograph of Smith’s 
collaborator Philip Lange, his face cropped o�, his chest 
bare – a portrait of a perfectly healthy body in the time of 
AIDS. When individual panels or pages are unfolded and 
lined up, these form together the entire photograph in a 
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bookbinding technique invented by Smith’s partner, Scott 
McCarney. (Smith, 2010: 75)

In 1987 in the midst of the AIDS crisis, Edmund White 
writes in his much-debated essay ‘Aesthetics and Loss’:

What interests me here is how artists of all sorts 
– writers, painters, sculptors, people in video and 
performance art, actors, models – are responding to 
AIDS in their work and lives. (White, 1994: 132)

Further research about how other other contemporary 
artists employ the artist’s book as a vehicle to re�ect on 
and respond to the AIDS crisis in this century led me, via 
Sarah Bodman, to New York artist Mark Addison Smith, 
who utilises words from a 2004 speech, �e Tragedy of 
Today’s Gays, by gay activist and playwright Larry Kramer 
in his 2014 artist’s book Years Yet Yesterday. (Addison 
Smith, 2014) Black and white eye charts explore queer 
representation and power (mis)alignments amidst the 
American AIDS pandemic. Each page is dedicated to a 
letter of the alphabet and is created using three words 
from Kramer’s speech, written hundreds of times, e.g. H 
for Horror, Highest, Hope, and F for Fucking, Fucked, 
Future. (markaddisonsmith.com, 2014)

A.A. Bronson, the surviving member of General Idea, 
the artists’ collective from Canada, re�ects on the 
psychological and emotional impact of the loss of his 
two partners, Felix Partz and Jorge Zontal to AIDS in the 
2001 publication Negative �oughts. In a book combining 
snapshots from the 1960s to the early 2000s mixed up 
with short texts, he writes:

When I was younger, I considered myself 100% 
optimistic. I looked on the bright side of everything.… 
But now, at the age of 53, I �nd myself cynical, 
judgmental, and depressed. (Bronson, 2001: 18)

London-based Martin Crawley, whose book Placing 
Stones (Crawley, 2015), I published through my press 
Negative Press London in 2015, has been working 
on We Close Our Eyes, an artist’s book in which short 
descriptive texts recall friendships and sexual encounters 
with other men across London in the early 1990s, 
touching on melancholia, AIDS, loss and grief. �e 
text is juxtaposed with colourful drawings of imagined 
architectural structures, which emphasise a desire to give 
his memories and his grief, a material quality, a physical 
structure. (Crawley, 2020)

I am currently investigating ways to unresolve the format 
of �e Spots �at Never Went and reinvent the book 
as an exhibition with public involvement and inter-
generational debate, as well as using its subject matter as 
inspiration to explore ideas for making new work. 

Initial research has led to the development of a 
performative work of text and movement exploring 
vivid memories of dancing with my boyfriend A in 1987 
and re-physicalising our dance in a work involving time 
travel, exploring memory, presence, absence and loss.

Roelof Bakker lives in Cambridge, UK, where he 
graduated in 2019 with an MA in Fine Art from 
Cambridge School of Art. His practice addresses 
the ever-increasing speed of life and the o�en tragic 
disposability of memory and the material. Bakker 
is interested in visual and textual lifewriting and 
storytelling using photography, video, installation, 
performance, writing and publishing (through his press 
Negative Press London). �e Spots �at Never Went was 
Highly Commended Finalist for the 2019 Cornish Family 
Prize for Art and Design Publishing, National Gallery 
of Victoria, Australia and was included in a-N’s top ten 
artists’ books of 2018. http://www.rbakker.com, 
http://www.neg-press.com

Some photographs of the book reinterpreted as a recent 
exhibition with performance can be viewed at:
http://www.rbakker.com

Bibliography

A-B, Atavar, M., Bakker, R. (2017) Unpublished dra�

‘Aesthetics and Loss’, White, E. in Don’t Leave Me 
�is Way, Art in the Age of AIDS, Gott, T. (ed.) (1994) 
Canberra, National Gallery of Australia, pp.131-138, 
ISBN 0642130302

At Your Own Risk, A Saint’s Testament, Jarman, D. (1993)  
London, Vintage, ISBN 99222914

‘Blood-Remembering’, Rilke R.M. in Felix Gonzales-
Torres, Ault, J. (ed.) (2016) Göttingen, Germany, Steidl, 
p.208, ISBN 3865211968

Capital Gay, Available at <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Capital_Gay> [accessed 19 December 2019]

‘Close to the Knives//1989-1991’, Wojnarowicz, D. in 
Queer, Documents of Contemporary Art, Getsy, D.J. (ed.) 
(2016) London, UK and Cambridge, Massachusetts, �e 
MIT Press, pp.77-81, ISBN 9780854882427

Creating Artists’ Books, Bodman, S. (2005) London, A&C 
Black, ISBN 9780823010127



14

Roelof Bakker, �e Spots �at Never Went, 2020 (scan from artist’s book, p.19)



15

‘Diana breaks the fear barrier’ in Daily Mail (10 April 
1987) pp.1-2

Felix Gonzales-Torres, Ault, J. (ed.) (2016) Göttingen, 
Germany, Steidl, ISBN 3865211968

‘How to Have Promiscuity in an Epidemic’, Crimp, D. in 
October, 43. Copjec, J., Crimp, D., Krauss, R., Michelson, 
A. (eds.) (1987) Cambridge, Massachusetts, �e MIT 
Press, pp. 237-271, ISBN 262751933

‘In Defense of the Poor Image’, Steyerl, H. in Flux Journal, 
[e-journal] 10 (2009) Available at: < http://www.e-�ux.
com/journal/10/61362/in-defense-of-the-poor-image/ > 
[Accessed 9 September 2019]

I Remember, Brainard, J. (2017) Notting Hill Editions, 
Honiton, Devon, ISBN 1907903571

‘Homage to Joe’, McDermott, K. in Loss Within Loss, 
Artists in the Age of AIDS, White, E. (ed.) (2001) 
Madison, Wisconsin and London, UK, �e University of 
Wisconsin Press. ISBN 0299170748

Mark Maddison Smith, available at <http://
markaddisonsmith.com/years-yet-yesterday-book> 
[accessed 14 December 2019]

‘Move to change the law’ in Daily Mail (10 April 1987) 
p.2

Negative �oughts, Bronson, A.A. (2001) Chicago, 
Museum of Contemporary Art, ISBN 0933856660

Placing Stones, Crawley, M. (2015) London, Negative 
Press London, ISBN 0957382824

Policing Desire, Pornography, AIDS and the Media, 
Watney, S. (1987), University of Minnesota Press, 
Minneapolis, ISBN 0816616434

Practice-led Research, Research-led Practice in the Creative 
Arts (Research Methods for the Arts and Humanities). 
Smith, H., & Dean, R. T. (eds.) (2009) Edinburgh, 
Edinburgh University Press, ISBN 0748636293

‘Queering Artists’ Books: A Queer Critical Analysis 
of Artists’ Books’, Carasone, M. in �e Blue Notebook 
Journal for Artists’ Books, 4:2 (2010) (ed. Bodman, S.) 
Bristol, Impact Press, pp.31-38, ISSN 1751-1712

‘Representing AIDS’, Watney, S. in Ecstatic Antibodies: 
Resisting the AIDS Mythology, Bo�n, T., Gupta, S. (eds.) 
(1990) London, Rivers Oram Press, pp. 162-192, ISBN 
185489014

Spectral Evidence: �e Photography of Trauma, Baer, U. 
(2005) Cambridge, Massachu-setts, �e MIT Press, ISBN 
262524476

Structure of the Visual Book, Smith, K. (2010). Rochester, 
New York, K. Smith Books, ISBN 0963768212

�e Century of Artists’ Books, Drucker, J. (2004) Granary, 
New York, ISBN 9781887123693

‘�e Melancholia of AIDS: Interview with Douglas 
Crimp’ in Art Journal, 62:4, Takemoto, T. (2003) 
Abingon, Taylor & Francis. Available at <https://www.
tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00043249.2003.107921
86> [accessed 8 December 2019]

�e Spots �at Never Went, Bakker, R. (2018) London, 
Negative Press London

We Close Our Eyes, Crawley, M. (2020) London

Years Yet Yesterday, Smith M.A. (2014) New York



16

Lise Melhorn-Boe at work in her studio. Photo: Nancy McIntosh.

Lise Melhorn-Boe, Ghost Costumes (Kurt), 1997. 8 life-sized garments, muslin, sewn with photo-transfers, Unique, North Bay.
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Lise Melhorn-Boe - Con·nec·tion

noun: A relationship in which a person, thing, or idea is 
linked or associated with something else

Rebecca Korn

Lise Melhorn-Boe is a contemporary Canadian artist 
currently working in Kingston, Ontario. Having received 
MA and MFA degrees from Wayne State University in 
Detroit, Melhorn-Boe has exhibited across Canada, the 
United States, Europe and South America throughout her 
career. Melhorn-Boe’s oeuvre re�ects her feminist beliefs, 
o�en calling for viewers to recon�gure their conception 
of social normality. Techniques and media such as textile 
work, stitching and sewing, are employed by the artist 
to call attention to feminist concepts, countering the 
historically categorised modes of sex and gender. Also 
encountered in her oeuvre is environmental theory. 
Concerned with the increasingly diminished health of 
the environment and the e�ects of this that individuals 
encounter, Melhorn-Boe calls attention to the increasing 
disconnect we have with our planet. Lise Melhorn-Boe’s 
upcoming retrospective exhibition titled Con·nec·tion 
will be held in May 2020 at the Window Art Gallery 
(Kingston, Ontario) and will celebrate her fortieth year 
of producing thought-provoking artists’ books.

Creating something with one’s own hands lends itself 
to an infusion of the producer into the product. 
Art, if honest and vulnerable, can become a re�ection 
of the artist. �is is where Lise Melhorn-Boe thrives. 
Her work focuses on a plethora of things important to 
her, including ideas of gender and its societal stereotypes, 
the e�ects of the increasingly polluted environment, 
the human body, family, and most recently, her sewing 
works. Despite varying in theoretical focus, her 
handmade artist books all share a common thread by 
means of providing physical, tangible access to the artist’s 
personal connection to the given subject. My previous 
relationship to Melhorn-Boe entailed our working 
together for the better part of �ve years. Still, I never 
quite knew the details of her life outside of our working 
relationship. While planning for my essay, however, I was 
invited to her blue living room to discuss her art and read 
her artists’ books. I was subsequently granted a glimpse 
at what drove the artist to produce art throughout her 
career, and what events and thoughts made her who she 
is today, as both an artist and as a human being. 

As I moved through her works, the �rst theme that 
jumped out at me was that of family connection, and I 
believe that this theme is one that many of us can relate 
to. Prominent examples of her work that relay familial 
connection would be Ghost Costumes (Kurt) and Ghost 
Costumes (Pauline) both from 1996-7, with Kurt being 

the artist’s father and Pauline being her mother. �ese 
are unique works that recall the artist’s parents and their 
lives through clothes they have worn o�en, for work or 
other occasions. Melhorn-Boe cra�ed each garment as 
a replica of clothes worn by her parents throughout the 
years of their lives. �e variance between Pauline’s and 
Kurt’s sets of replica garments resides in the use of words 
in Pauline’s set and the lack thereof in Kurt’s. Within this 
di�erence, feminist theory operates.

Each garment in Ghost Costumes (Pauline) is layered with 
words transcribed from a taped interview with Pauline. 
Reading the words through the sheer fabric presents the 
viewer with multiple connections to the artist’s mother. 
�rough the chronological reading and viewing of this 
work, the viewer is confronted with the reality of socially 
structured gender roles. In mid-late twentieth century 
Canadian society, women were expected to wear dresses, 
silence their opinions and above all, be a mother. In 
this work Melhorn-Boe liberates her mother’s words, 
expressing personal frustrations and desires that were 
too o�en silenced by society. �is being said, the feminist 
underpinning of these works shines brightest when the 
two halves are experienced together.

Ghost Costumes (Kurt) provides a stark contrast to 
Pauline’s set of garments and re�ects Melhorn-Boe’s 
father’s career as an electrical contractor. Where the artist 
had used gauzy fabric for her mother’s garments, for her 
fathers she chose a sturdier, unbleached muslin fabric to 
recreate his work garments. Immediately the contrasting 
fabric choice recalls the dirt and grime encountered in his 
daily work life. �is work does not include any writings, 
only photographs of construction sites and substations. 
�is substitution of words for photographs persuades 
the viewer into thinking of Kurt solely as a hard worker 
whose role in society is to provide for his family. Both 
Kurt and Pauline are positioned in these works by 
Melhorn-Boe to re�ect the static gender norms of the 
society in which they lived. �e artist is not suggesting 
that either struggle is dismissible, rather she is citing the 
traditional roles men and women were required to play 
in late-twentieth century Canadian society. 
�e inclusion of personal familial information in these 
works requires a certain sense of vulnerability inherent to 
Melhorn-Boe’s oeuvre. 

Her vulnerability is not reserved solely for large life 
events. Experiences explored in her works also include 
small events, such as the meals that the artist’s family 
had enjoyed. For instance, her 1982 work Light and Flaky 
recalls the format of a recipe book with ingredients and 
instructions included. Juxtaposed with each recipe is a 
story about the foods made by Pauline and enjoyed by 
the family. �e stories are exceptionally told - reading 
through them, you can nearly see her mother Pauline 
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Lise Melhorn-Boe, Light and Flaky: Portrait of the Artist’s Mother.  Text by Pauline Melhorn, 1982, 23 x 18 cm, Letterpress printed, 
handmade paper cover, Edition of 190, Detroit.

Lise Melhorn-Boe, Girls I have Known, 2002, 28 x 15 cm (closed), Laser-printed with hand-made paper dresses, and colour 
photocopied images, Edition of 10, North Bay.

Lise Melhorn-Boe, No Safe Levels, 2005, 25 x 18 cm (closed), Hand-painted watercolour on paper, pop-up, Unique, North Bay.
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cooking and her father Kurt hiding cakes in his �ling 
cabinet. Her 1998 work �e Family �at Liked to Eat 
also discusses the family’s connection to food, and how 
they bonded over delicious meals. �e focus on food in 
a selection of Melhorn-Boe’s works about family serves 
as a gentle reminder that sometimes a connection can 
be modest. For example, you and I can have a simple 
conversation about our favourite meals, what we ate 
growing up, or our favourite childhood candy, and have a 
connection to each other through that. However, not all 
connections are quite so modest. 

On a larger and more confrontational scale than her 
family-themed works, her environmental works call their 
viewers’ attention to ongoing environmental issues. Her 
2006 piece titled No Safe Levels employs the medium 
of watercolour on acid-free paper and discusses both 
the detrimental e�ects of pollution on the human body 
and the artist’s understanding of and connection to the 
environment. Inspired by the rock-cuts at the sides of 
highways in Northern Ontario and Québec, No Safe 
Levels depicts a paper pop-up representation of rock 
cuts which simultaneously morph into the artist’s body. 
�e rock cuts are not natural but rather they were built 
to provide industrial access to natural resources such as 
minerals. �e unnatural beauty of these rock forms is 
something the artist is drawn to despite being cognitive 
of their industrial origins. �is work provides new insight 
in tandem with the environmentalism dialogue in which 
other artists partake in as well. For example, Edward 
Burtynsky’s large environmental photographs similarly 
dissect the e�ects of industry on the environment, yet 
they do so on a macro scale. Where his photographs 
dismiss the immediate presence of people, they depict the 
e�ects mankind has on the natural world by displaying 
industrial landscapes such as mines and quarries. 
Melhorn-Boe’s work No Safe Levels similarly depends 
on the intertwining of mankind and the environment, 
only she comments more so on pollution’s impact on 
one individual body. Where in Burtynsky’s photographs 
the viewer is confronted via the scale of his work and 
the clarity of their devastating depictions, Melhorn-
Boe’s environmental work confronts the viewer more 
individually. As individuals we are a�ected by what 
Burtynsky’s photographs show so clearly; the mass 
production of pollution and devastation of the natural 
world. Melhorn-Boe’s work relays the direct impact of 
Burtynsky’s industrial landscapes on an individual body. 
Ultimately, No Safe Levels is claiming that individual 
body and environment are one. Only when the latter is 
realised can we truly begin to halt and reverse our abuse 
of the environment. �e artist’s keen attention to the 
health of the environment is exempli�ed further through 
her use of hand-made and recycled materials.

Melhorn-Boe’s thoughts about our modern societal 
disconnect from the environment are subtly but 
e�ectively articulated even through the materials used to 
create the works. �e artist’s drive to reuse and recycle 
is inherent to these works. Many of them are made from 
paper she created by hand. She learned how to make 
paper, along with many other skills, when she began her 
Master of Fine Art programme at Wayne State University 
in Detroit in 1980. For the artist, making paper by hand 
is a transformative process which involves taking old 
clothes and making them into functional and beautiful 
paper. Portrait of the Artist’s Family (1980) is an example 
of this: a�er asking each of her family members to gi� 
her an article of clothing, Melhorn-Boe collected them 
all and made them into paper. Each family member has a 
page made out of the clothes they donated for the work, 
on which is written their name, not only to acknowledge 
them as members of the artist’s family, but to connect 
each person to the work itself and the viewer reading it. 
�is memorialising of her family on recycled paper is 
an important link between Melhorn-Boe’s exploration 
of family connections and her exploration of our 
connection to the environment. 

Also visible throughout the artist’s catalogue are artistic 
studies of her mind and body. Never have I met a more 
mindful individual, in terms of both environmental 
sustainability and her understanding of her body. 
Contemporarily, individuals seem to be losing the sense 
of their own bodies as standards of beauty, and the made-
up rules and regulations on desired body types continue 
to �uctuate between poles. But do we truly understand 
our own individual bodies? �is is where Melhorn-Boe’s 
brave sense of vulnerability becomes increasingly evident. 
In her 2009 work, Body Map, she uses photographs 
collaged by computer to create a head-to-toe image of her 
own body, in order to truly demonstrate what it means to 
be in touch with one’s own body. Body Map also discusses 
society’s regulations on what it means to be feminine or 
masculine. Her strategic placement of the collaged body 
parts in a body-builder pose comments on and critiques 
many stereotypical assumptions about femininity - 
women can be strong, and this strength can be mental, 
emotional, or physical. While the photos of her body 
are arranged into the silhouette of a classic body-builder 
pose, the entire work retains the form of an artist’s book. 
�e pages do fold up, and feature hand-printed lettering 
on their surfaces that outline personal information 
concerning the health issues she has encountered 
throughout her life. �is work is a strong example of how 
important the connection between body and mind really 
is. Understanding one’s own body leads to understanding 
one’s surrounding environment, which in turn leads to an 
even greater understanding of the body, thus entangling 
the two into a state of general mindfulness. �is work 
recognises many of the artist’s personal struggles, 
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Lise Melhorn-Boe, (detail) Body Map, 2009, 20 x 20 cm, Inkjet printed by Nick Dubecki, Sudbury, Ontario.
Edition of 50, North Bay, Ontario.

Lise Melhorn-Boe, Brain Drawers, 2015, 20 x 25 cm, Cast paper brain with paper drawers, computer-printed text.
Edition of 3, Kingston, Ontario.
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including environmental stresses on her body, her battle 
with breast cancer, and smaller concerns such as spider 
veins. Not only does this work recognise her fundamental 
connection to her body, but it also portrays the artist as 
purely human. Sometimes, when looking at art, it can be 
easy to forget about the essential connection the art has 
to the artist; even art created �ve hundred years ago still 
retains its maker’s touch. However, Body Map makes it 
impossible to overlook this essential principle of art. 
�is work exposes the artist in various ways to its 
viewers, inviting those that see the work to see the artist, 
and to feel a sense of connection, and it hardly matters 
whether this connection is based in similar experiences, 
sympathy, or understanding. Instead, what matters 
is the artist’s ability to be open enough to welcome a 
connection with the public and its gaze. 

Melhorn-Boe’s newest sewing works constitute another 
series that demonstrates similar themes to Body Map 
by discussing gender roles. Her latest book, called I Sit 
and Sew, is about the First World War, and combines 
gruesome images of the fundamental nature of war 
with �ne stitching. I Sit and Sew is her endeavour to 
materialise a poem by the early 20th century American 
poet, Alice Moore Dunbar-Nelson. �e poem refers to 
the frustration of one woman who wanted to take a more 
active part in the war rather than sitting and sewing 
but was limited due to societal expectations concerning 
women’s role in the war. Melhorn-Boe also watched Peter 
Jackson’s documentary, �ey Shall Not Grow Old, which 
features old WW1 footage from the British Imperial War 
Museum. Initially, the artist hoped to use photographs 
of injured and deceased soldiers but decided upon 
re�ection that this would be uncomfortable as she has 
no connection to the men in the photos. Instead, she 
decided to draw images and stitch them. �e work’s form 
is modelled a�er sewing kits carried by soldiers which 
were called “housewives”. Some fold out into a line, some 
are formed in a cross shape, but all can be folded small 
enough to �t into a pocket or bag. �is moniker calls 
attention to the many housewives who were put away in 
their homes to look a�er children and to be available for 
their husband’s use.

I Sit and Sew also retains a strong, fundamental 
connection to the artist’s family that can be found 
throughout Melhorn-Boe’s oeuvre. Speci�cally, in regard 
to this work, her grandfather was in the trenches in the 
First World War, and her mother was in the Air Force 
in the Second World War. �is generational gap shows 
the improvement of societal views on acceptable roles 
for women. However, in the mid-1910s, the period for 
which this work focuses on, women were expected to 
be domestic beings. �at said, I Sit and Sew highlights 
both the struggles women faced while pushing for their 
right to contribute to the war e�ort, and the loosening 

of societal restraints on women between the First World 
War and the 1940s. Further, the �ne stitching included 
in this work shows the struggles women faced in the 
art world throughout history. Many women struggled 
to be taken seriously as artists, despite being as capable 
as their male counterparts. Consequently, many of 
them chose sewing and tapestry-making as opposed to 
joining the male dominated art sectors such as painting 
and sculpting. For Melhorn-Boe to use the medium of 
sewing and �ne-stitching in her own way is a statement 
of the times, a statement on a more open art realm and 
its contemporary ability to see beauty in objects and 
works that di�er from traditional painting and sculpture. 
Combining war images with a poem that outlines a 
woman’s struggle to provide e�ort in the war and the 
beauty of the medium of sewing dismisses constraints 
previously put on artists and, furthermore, on women in 
the world at large. I call attention to this work because 
these complex, beautiful, and empowering ideas are all 
well thought out, and act as a testament to Melhorn-Boe’s 
research and preparation before works are materialised. 
It all begins with text, a poem that speaks to the artist, 
which she then materialises into an artist’s book. I Sit and 
Sew �ts into her forty-year-old oeuvre without a hitch.

�e element of physical connection is inherent to the 
very nature of artist books; to view and experience some 
of Melhorn-Boe’s works, viewers have to physically 
open them and �ip through their pages. Works such as 
Zipper: A Suite (2019) and Button (2018) invite viewers 
to become active participants. In order to really grasp 
these works, viewers have to experience the work in time 
by respectively unbuttoning or unzipping each page to 
reveal the text. Zipper: A Suite is a collaborative work that 
uses Terry Ann Carter’s suite of �ve poems written in 
response to viewing Melhorn-Boe’s previous work, Zipper 
(2018), which also has to be unzipped to be read. �e 
imagery used in Carter’s poems had excited Melhorn-Boe 
to make a bookwork using them, and for good reason. 
One of the poems calls attention to “a room coloured 
cobalt-blue” and the abstract painting by Sharon 
�ompson on the wall. Having recreated the painting 
for the bookwork, the artist provides the book’s viewers 
a visual experience to accompany the words written by 
Carter. �us, by viewing the work and participating via 
unzipping the pages to reveal the text, the artist, poet and 
viewer are tied through the experience of the work itself. 
�e connection between two artists is then ampli�ed by a 
connection between artwork and viewer.
  
Lise Melhorn-Boe’s work asks hard questions, provokes 
tough societal conversations, and portrays the 
importance of human connections. �ese connections 
range from familial to environmental, but all are 
crucial to the artist and her work. �e vulnerability and 
honesty inherent to her works show her as artist and 
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Lise Melhorn-Boe, From Noranda to Detroit: �e First Twenty-�ve Years, 1980, 18 x 10 cm, Colour photocopy on Japanese paper of 
original book, which was hand-made paper, rubber-stamped, Detroit, Michigan, USA.

Lise Melhorn-Boe, Zipper: A Suite. Poem by Terry Ann Carter, 2019, 
22 x 30 cm, Screenprinted fabrics, and zippers, sewn. 
Edition of 10, Kingston.
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human alike, providing an open window into the artist’s 
thoughts, making it easy for viewers to connect to both 
the work and artist. A�er spending months reading and 
appreciating her works, I have learned that, more than 
anything, the connections one can make in this life are 
what we will be de�ned by when no longer here. Whether 
these connections are with friends, family, lovers, the 
planet, oneself, or even our four-legged furry friends, we 
will only be remembered if we are open to connections. 
�e beauty of Melhorn-Boe’s work is that her works are 
complex in thought and technicality, they are witty and 
yet serious, and each one invites connection between 
artist, work and viewer.

For more information on Lise Melhorn-Boe visit:
http://lisemelhornboe.ca 

Rebecca Korn is a fourth-year undergraduate student at 
Carleton University in the department of Art History. 
She was awarded the Jack Barwick and Douglas Duncan 
Memorial Scholarship for Art History and is planning an 
MA in Art History focusing on Italian Baroque Art.
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Luke Allan, NG507251, 2013

John McDowall, Time-lapse, 2019
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Some intervals in artists’ books 

John McDowall

It could be considered that it is the act of reading 
and engagement that is distinctive to the medium 
of the artists’ book, rather than any de�nable formal 
characteristic. �e reader, having in mind the place and 
function of books as cultural signi�ers in the world, 
also has an awareness of the physicality of the book 
held in the hands, and of its deployment in time. 
�is combination of tactile and cognitive negotiation 
with the intrinsic temporal mechanisms of the book’s 
structure, sequence and content, makes for a particularity 
of experience.

Readers of these books may be intrigued, and their 
expectation of what a book is and does, may be surprised 
or subverted. In such works meaning is rarely made 
explicit but develops in the dialogical relationship of the 
book and its reader/viewer, an interaction that is personal 
and in�nitely variable. Such an openness of potential in 
the reception of the work can be initiated in manifold 
ways, for instance certain textual (whether of writing, 
image or material structure) elements of otherwise 
explicit connection may have been elided.

�e book NG507251 by Luke Allan comprises of a single 
folded folio sheet of pale cream paper sewn into a grey 
card cover. �e �rst page is blank, set out horizontally 
across the following double page spread, are four pairs 
of letters: se   ae   ag   le. �e last verso page is also blank. 
�e book is 18 by 12 centimetres, the writing in a 9 or 10 
pt. serif font, and so this text forms a widely spaced line 
of small subtle units.

On looking at and mentally closing some spaces, and 
opening new ones within the succession of letters, what 
may become intelligible are the words sea eagle. �e 
other piece of writing is the title on the front cover: 
NG507251 and under this a date, 23.07.2012. Although 
maybe not initially identi�ed as such, the �gure is an OS 
grid map reference (coordinates for the Marsco Summit 
on the Isle of Skye), so that a location and a time are 
given - a suggestion of an occurrence. Allan succinctly 
describes this work as ‘concrete poem on possible sea 
eagle sighting’. �e tentativeness of his perception of the 
experience in that brief moment there and then is re-
enacted by the reader in the present as she/he follows the 
track of the coupled letters - here, then here, then here, 
from le� to right across the extent of paper.

Another exemplar of such a typographic strategy, and of 
the space of the page as a proactive and poetic element 
would be Stéphane Mallarmé’s Un coup de dés jamais 
n’abolira le hazard (1897).1  With this poem, as the eyes 
the viewer scan and wander over the pages, there is 

indecisiveness in the time and movement of the reading. 
Lines and words seem to have been strewn haphazardly, 
staggered horizontally and taken across the central 
divide. Some of the pages present as few as four words, 
or just one in the case of n’abolira, for title sentence, in a 
large uppercase font, is split and distributed through the 
book. Another line that is dispersed across several pages 
is nothing - will have taken place - but the place - except - 
perhaps - a constellation.

My book Time-lapse developed from thoughts on 
graphic and photo novels, and the means by which the 
movement in narrative and of the visual representation of 
those stories, of action and event, occurs in the intervals 
between the individual images, in the narrow gaps 
separating each panel. �at these shi�s in time from one 
stilled instant and scene to the next are highly varied, 
they may be of a split second, or minutes, hours or days, 
or be of many years.

Time-lapse presents eight consecutive pages, each 
consisting of a di�erent layout of framed panels such as 
those of comic books. �ough here they are blank - the 
graphic of the page being that of the disparate patterns 
of the rectangular boxes.2 Vacant, except for a di�erent 
black and white photograph set out one to a page in one 
of the frames. On the back cover of the book is the text 
What did happen in the seconds, days or years previous 
and subsequent to each of these single moments paused 
in photographs found in a Berlin �ea market is unknown, 
tacet, and hence all scenarios are possibilities.

�e individual photographs were selected to �t the given 
outlines, and also in consideration that within each of the 
snapshots there seemed to be an aspect of awkwardness 
in composition, a form of spatial hiatus. For instance, 
a wide expanse of river with a walking �gure right up 
against the outer edge of the photo, or a tilted view of 
house and trees with heads just visible along lower part. 
�e identity of the people photographed is not known, 
and the period and locations may only be imprecisely 
conjectured. What had been the preceding and ensuing 
events cannot be determined, nor what immediately 
follows, or the people’s lives up to that point and 
subsequently. �e silent spaces on either side of the 
photos, and the implied concatenated progressions from 
each of these onward, or back, o�er an open �eld of 
in�nite imaginable possibilities. 

Recounted is a paperback, perfect-bound in a glossy 
white cover on which the book’s title is repeated three 
times - at the top, middle and base of the front, the back, 
and spaced in a line along the spine. On the inner title 
page, centred one above the other, is printed Recounted / 
a�er Edward Ruscha (1968) / Elisabeth Tonnard / (2012). 
Following this, each positioned in the upper half of a 
page, are ten blocks of written text of 19 lines, these pages 
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Elisabeth Tonnard, Recounted, 2012

Joachim Schmid, Vom Gehen, 2017
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are interspersed by variable numbers of blank leaves. 
At the end are a further 19 blank pages.

�e texts appear to be extracts, they begin and end 
mid sentence and, on reading, the sources of each may 
be recognised as notable works of �ctional literature. 
Another factor that might be noticed by the reader, 
whom Tonnard refers to as ‘the ideal reader’,3 is that the 
middle line of nine of these passages contains the words 
swimming pool.

Elisabeth Tonnard made Recounted in response to 
the ABC Artists’ Book Cooperative’s ABCED project 
of new book works celebrating Ed Ruscha’s seventy-
��h birthday.4 Ruscha’s 64-page book Nine Swimming 
Pools comprises of nine colour photographs of outdoor 
swimming pools, followed by one (non-sequitur) of a 
broken glass, these are distributed seemingly at random 
among the remaining blank pages. Tonnard reproduced 
the layout of this book, substituting her ‘textual 
snapshots’ for his photos of Los Angeles pools, snapshots 
taken from pre 1968 American �ction.5 A fragment from 
Raymond Chandler’s �e Big Sleep replaces the �nal 
image of the broken glass - ‘… small gun had gone o� 
and broken a pane of glass’.

In the 1960s and early 1970s Ruscha produced a series 
of books which were printed in runs of up to several 
thousand copies. A number of these consisted of black 
and white photographs taken by the artist, these formed 
a typology for each book - collections of a feature of 
the urban environment such as apartment buildings, 
palm trees, parking lots. �e photos are casual - the 
selected subjects seem to have been just come across, 
though the one common deliberate principle to all the 
photographs is that there are no people in shot. Tonnard’s 
inconspicuous reiterations of swimming pool give the 
same nonchalant impression, they are of the body of 
text, a part of the narratives (ones that may or need not 
be read),6 and yet are slightly decontextualised. As are 
the excerpted passages themselves, thus highlighting the 
absence of the bulk of each of the novels, all the event 
and drama of these are out in a sort of meanwhile space. 
Swimming pool and the surrounding words hinting at 
all that would be happening unseen in these books, as 
might be the trace of wet footprints in one of Ruscha’s 
photographs be an intimation of the liveliness of the 
surrounding city.

Joachim Schmid’s Vom Gehen is a small paperback, the 
size of a pocket notebook. It has black covers, printed on 
the inside of these, and across to the opposite pages are 
two maps. �e recto half of the �rst of these is repeated 
on the verso page at the back, the contiguous sections 
to these are to the le� and right respectively, suggesting 
movement. 

Following a short introductory text (in German), the 
rest of the book presents a series of black and white 
photographs. In the main these are positioned across the 
upper half of right-hand pages, with a narrow margin 
above, and printed full bleed to the outer edge - the 
opposite pages are blank. A few of the images are placed 
on the verso page, a couple go across both pages, and 
some others take up the full area of a double page spread. 
�e photos are of woods, parkland, houses, a small town 
or village, and again woodland; in nearly all of these there 
is a footpath or road, extending ahead from the base of 
the picture, turning, narrowing with perspective. 

�e preamble relates that in Werner Herzog’s published 
diary of the walk he made from Munich to Paris in 
1974 there is brief mention of the place where Schmid 
grew up.7  �at forty-two years later he retraced this 
part of Herzog’s journey, also walking through the 
village without stopping. In the book, interspersed 
amongst those of his route, are six double page close-up 
photographs of printed written text, presumably from 
the Herzog book. Like those of the landscape and paths, 
these are at an angle from the reader, retreating into the 
distance with a gradual loss of focus into a blur, similar to 
the mist seen in some of the photographs.

A correlation may be made between the regular and 
changing rhythm of walking and that of the turn of the 
pages and the variation of layout, of smaller and full-page 
photos and of blank leaves. A movement over the terrain 
of land and of the page, with the empty scenes (again 
no people in sight) re�ecting the space of time that lies 
between Herzog passing through that place and Schmid’s 
re-enactment many years later - though in a way it is 
the re-enactment of his reading Herzog’s book, and of 
coming across his village again, there.

An unreliable translation consists of an eight-page folio 
sewn into a card cover. �e pages are of a natural o�-
white paper and the cover, a warm pale grey. �e �rst 
two pages are blank, in the upper half of the next recto 
is a small line illustration cropped to an oval shape. �is 
depicts a polar scene - blocks of ice in a dark sea, a snow 
covered foreground. �e verso page of this is blank, its 
facing page carries the text (in a serif font) ‘Jules Verne’, 
and below this ‘�e Sphinx of Mirrors’, the remaining 
three pages of the book are blank. 

If this minimal content appears to leave meaning elusive, 
the reader may wish to read beyond the book, taking 
as reference the given textual elements: the name of a 
known writer and a probable title, the relation of the 
frontispiece image to the written text, and the paratext of 
my book’s title, An unreliable translation. 
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John McDowall, An unreliable translation, 2019

John McDowall, A plausible exegesis of ‘An unreliable translation’, 2019
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‘�e Sphinx of Mirrors’ is indeed a mistranslation, 
having used an online engine - that of the title of Jules 
Verne’s novel Le Sphinx des glaces into English.8 In 
French the word glace designates ice, but also a mirror. 
Verne’s adventure story was written as a rational and 
demystifying sequel to Edgar Allen Poe’s novel 
�e Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym.9 

Poe’s work relates the experiences and misfortunes 
at sea of Arthur Gordon Pym as narrated by himself. 
Succeeding the storms, mutiny and shipwreck typical of 
seafaring novels, the account becomes stranger as the 
company sail south toward the Antarctic. �e book’s 
poor reception at the time may have come from the 
conjunction of improbable and fantastic features in 
what was framed as a true story retold, and the several 
continuity errors in its construction.10  Following 
this de�cit of linear cohesion and an escalation of 
enigmatic incidents, the end is abrupt and the story 
le� unresolved. In Jules Verne’s sequel a party sets sail 
in search of survivors. �eir discoveries of a diary and 
other inscriptions, of evidence of an earthquake and 
their arrival at a magnetic rock outcrop elucidate the 
perplexing events of the previous expedition/book.

An explanatory text setting out the procedural premise 
of my book, together with a more detailed synopsis of the 
two novels, and of their interrelationship in ambiguity 
and resolution, is presented in A plausible exegesis of ‘An 
unreliable translation’. �e sewn pamphlet is produced to 
the same format as An unreliable translation, though on 
light grey 80gsm stock, with the same paper for cover - 
it may accompany the preceding book.

Haraldsdóttir is casebound, the boards covered in a dark 
grey cloth. Toward the top, letterpress printed in black, 
slightly impressed into surface, is the word Ísland and 
in the lower half the name Roni Horn, in the centre is a 
small dark-blue disk. On the inner title page, in a vertical 
column is To Place / Haraldsdóttir / Roni Horn / 1996, 
with again the blue dot in the middle. �roughout the 
book are photographs of the same young woman’s face. 
Cropped very close so that in most of them the top and 
one, or both sides of the head are not seen, this renders 
the face life size, or in some slightly larger. She is looking 
at the camera.

�e photos, which are in colour or black and white, are 
printed full bleed, cut o� by the edges of the page and the 
inner gutter. Blank pages are interspersed amongst these, 
establishing an irregular sequence of sets of two, three 
or four images, or occasionally a single one, and at one 
point nine consecutively. Each of these series comprise 
either of colour or of B&W photos. With the blanks been 
on verso or on recto sides, each image may also be on the 
le� or the right of a double page spread, or there might be 
two on facing pages.

On the last page is a text by the artist; here she writes that 
in the summer of 1994, for six weeks, she and Margrét 
Haraldsdóttir travelled throughout Iceland, visiting the 
many and diverse outdoor baths and hot water pools, at 
each of these Margrét would get into the water and be 
photographed. �e places, water, time of day and weather 
were always di�erent, ‘Each time we worked, everything 
changed, immeasurably and sometimes imperceptibly’.

�e face in the reiterated frames is the same face, and 
yet always distinct. �e expression may be described 
to be neutral, but naturally it cannot but vary slightly 
from moment to moment re�ecting inner feelings and 
outside conditions. �e intervals of those points of time 
may be the ones between successive shots or be between 
locations - a fraction of a second or several weeks. �e 
level of light on the face does not change much; in all 
the images blue patches of the surrounding water can be 
seen, these blues are intense yet vary from pale to deep 
darkness. An exception is one sequence in which the 
images are muted by steam or mist, and of course there 
are the black and white photographs.

�e rhythm of the �ow of pages, of colour or 
monochrome, of the continuity or breaks in sequences 
and the hiatus of blank sheets, and the myriad of subtle 
di�erences within each picture form temporal loops of 
repetition and variation around the line of Margrét’s 
steady gaze. 

As with poetry, where it is o�en in the transition from 
line to line that meaning is implied and constructed 
(or obfuscated) the ellipses in these books are dynamic 
spaces. Such intervals may be an intervening period of 
time, for example a re�ective pause or a cinematic jump 
cut, or/and an associative gap between two objects. 
�ey may initiate a conjectural ambiguity in the 
con�guration on the page of letters and words, or be the 
interstices of an indeterminable history between found 
photographs. Or be the transposition of appropriated and 
isolated segments of �ction in a substitution of image 
by words, or the passage through a book and a place, in 
the here and now, and in a di�erent time and a di�erent 
story. �ey could be the interpretive displacement of 
the elusive reading of one book into another, or the 
mirroring of landscape and weather in the pauses and 
understated transformations within series. �ese are 
lacunae in which what is not seen or said form an allusive 
and generative space in the movement of reading.

John McDowall is an artist and printmaker whose work 
is principally in the medium of the book. Artists’ books 
are also a central research topic, and the focus of diverse 
curatorial and commissioning projects. �e subject and 
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Roni Horn, To Place: Haraldsdóttir, 1996
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locus of this practice is the bibliographic, incorporating 
an associative re�exivity that presents an activation of the 
space from book to book and from page to page. He has 
recently completed a practice-based PhD at the School of 
Fine Art, History of Art and Cultural Studies, University 
of Leeds, and is joint coordinator, with Chris Taylor, of 
PAGES, a programme of artist’s book focused initiatives.

johnmcdowall444@gmail.com

Notes

1. A throw of the dice will never abolish chance.

2. �e book’s page proportion and size, and the layout of 
the panels is taken from the Tintin album Les Bijoux de la 
Casta�ore, pages 8 to 15. For this adventure Hergé stated 
that he wanted to simplify, to produce a story “where 
nothing happens” - in Entretiens avec Hergé, 70.

3. A�erimage: �e Journal of Media Arts and Cultural 
Criticism vol.41 no.1 ‘Two Swimming Pools’ Elisabeth 
Tonnard (2013) University of California Press, Oakland, 
35

4. 24 artists made 33 books for the project. https://
davidschulzworks.com/ABCed-a-tribute-to-Ed-Ruscha

5. A�erimage 34

6. ‘�ey can be read, but they can also be looked at’ 
A�erimage 34

7. On being told that his friend and mentor the �lm critic 
and writer Lotte H. Eisner was gravely ill in Paris, Werner 
Herzog decided to walk there from Munich, believing 
that this action would keep her alive.

8. �ough only a title page is presented in An unreliable 
translation, it may be imagined that this be followed by 
the entire novel, having undergone the same mutable 
process of slightly erroneous transcription.

9. Published English editions of Verne’s book have been 
titled An Antarctic Mystery and �e Sphinx of the Ice 
Fields.

10. Instances of contemporary criticism are referenced in 
Edgar A. Poe: Mournful and Never-ending Remembrance 
143, �e Beautiful Cigar Girl: Mary Rogers, Edgar Allan 
Poe, and the Invention of Murder 106, and �e Poe Log: 
A Documentary Life of Edgar Allan Poe, 1809 -1849 258.
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Robbin Ami Silverberg, Home Sweet Home installation, N&n Galéria, Budapest, 2006. Diazine printing and pulp-painting on 
Dobbin Mill papers.

Robbin Ami Silverberg, Home Sweet Home, 2006, Edition of 20, Archival inkjet on Dobbin Mill papers. Photo: Dorka Hubner.
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Five Fragments of Introductions To Robbin Ami 
Silverberg’s Books
�e book as an installation, the installation as a book

2020 sees the 30th anniversary of Robbin Ami Silverberg’s 
artist’s book studio, Dobbin Books, housed at Dobbin 
Mews, an old horse stables in Brooklyn, USA.  
Over the course of these 30 years, she has designed, 
produced & published more than 25 collaborative artists’ 
books along with circa 60 solo editions, 55 unique artists’ 
books, and about 20 artist’s book installations. 

Silverberg is involved in all aspects of the work: from 
creating content, whether as imagery or writing text, 
to designing and producing the entire book: design and 
production of the paper, printing, binding, and boxing. 
�e desire to make all facets of an artist’s book publication 
is due to her intention to realise a coherent whole work of 
art, along with her love of the creative processes involved.

Paul van Capelleveen
[abridged by the author for �e Blue Notebook]

1
[…] Clearly de�ned categories in the arts have become 
irrelevant, now that genres have sprung out of their 
boundaries. �e barriers between style, form, materials 
and techniques are no longer signi�cant. �e crux of 
a work is no longer within a given genre, but indeed is 
outside it. What lies outside categories has thus become 
the territory of the arts. […] Today innovation is being 
sought in the middle ground between the various genres, 
where de�nitions have no �rm footing. […] �is has 
permeated not only book art, but other types of art 
as well. One need simply consider the maxim of Kit 
White: “Hybridity de�nes the art project. It describes 
the cross-pollination of areas of study, disparate types 
of experience, and the polyglot nature of the globalised 
world.” […] What we experience are “unstable patterns, 
porous membranes, and merging states.”1 �e artist’s 
book is a special category in two worlds - that of the book 
and that of art. Do boundaries and de�nitions apply? 
How do we, the readers/viewers, assess the quality of 
what falls outside categories? […] 

Robbin Ami Silverberg’s work is complex and indirect, 
also seemingly messy or imprecise - it is deliberately 
not “clean or pure.”2 In a single book, she uses di�erent 
kinds of paper, various printing techniques, divergent 
page formats, text and image layers inserted into the 
paper pulp, as well as added elements such as bottles of 
perfume and sound devices. �us her books sometimes 
give the impression of being collages or assemblages, not 
of being an inventory or a documentation. And in the 
meantime, they betray their origin: the installation. […]

2
[…] Silverberg has told me: “I have always seen my 
installations as books in space … with similar challenges 
of reading and pacing.”3 Conversely, one might 
interpret her books as installations. […] Sometimes her 
installations are indeed described in terms of the book, 
such as �ree Scrolls (1994): “�ree 30 feet tall scrolls furl 
up out of their respective boxes - abstractions of vertical 
readings of books.”4 […] Books are integrated into 
installations: 64 Stones (1997) contains “bits of a prayer 
book.” […] Her installations are frequently described in 
terms of the book; conversely, she sometimes refers to 
her books as installations. An example is Subterranean 
Geography 2 (2012), “a nonlinear combination of 
installation and art book.” […] More recent books can 
be more readily seen as a combination of installation, 
performance and the book […].

3
[…] Home Sweet Home
From 31st May to 9th August 2006, the N&n Galéria in 
Budapest put on a joint exhibition for András Böröcz and 
Robbin Ami Silverberg called Home Sweet Home. […] 
Silverberg’s contribution to Home Sweet Home dealt with 
the relationship between women and the home. It was set 
up in half of the gallery’s basement in a space about �ve 
by eight metres in size. Silverberg’s installation consisted 
of three di�erent components: (1) Imaginary �oor plans 
of a house, printed in blue on transparent paper, were 
hung on the long walls of the space. �e outlined rooms 
were �lled with proverbs about women. �e prints 
framed in glass were hung sometimes individually and 
sometimes in pairs. (2) On the opposite side sheets of 
paper were stuck to the wall with wallpaper paste, in six 
sections of four by �ve sheets (approx. 185 x 115 cm). 
�ese were printed with proverbs that had been digitally 
processed, among other things by playing with spacing 
and line-spacing, positioning, tracking, kerning, font and 
point size. Like the architectural drawings, these were 
printed with a copying technique known as diazotype. 
Depending on the chemicals used, the colours can turn 
out various shades of blue to brown. For the installation, 
Silverberg had the sheets printed in various shops in 
New York and Budapest, which resulted in di�erent blues 
and purples. Against this “wallpaper” leaned six sheets 
of translucent paper (110 x 58 cm) held between glass 
plates. �ey were positioned at an angle to the wall and 
lit from below. In the pulp used to make the sheets were 
texts of misogynist quotations from historic �gures such 
as Freud and Darwin with the paper between the letters 
cut out. Labels on the wall provided the full texts. (3) In 
the middle of the installation, pedestals were erected with 
industrial bobbins wrapped in paper threads printed with 
yet more proverbs. Each of the installation components 
had its own title: (1) “Home Work”; (2) “Text-iles”; (3) 
“�e Proverbial �reads II.”5
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Robbin Ami Silverberg, Anamnesis installation, 2010, Pratt Manhattan Gallery, NYC, posting wall with postings & �yers and video, 
Nothing Is, Until Uttered in a clear Voice.

Robbin Ami Silverberg, Anamnesis installation, 2010, close-up of �yers.
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 �e book that came into being the same year as a result 
of the Home Sweet Home installation bears the same 
title although it only contains one of the components, 
that of “Home Work.” […] Whereas in the exhibition 
labels provided the titles, the book has a separate title 
page (bearing the title and name of the author), a table 
of contents and a colophon. Two dark blue empty pages 
separate this introductory matter and the �nal colophon 
from eleven prints with titles such as “East Elevation,” 
“Ground Floor Plan: Entrance & Living Area” and 
“Kitchen Layout II.” �e exhibition had more prints than 
the book and they could be seen next to one another; 
in the book they appear one at a time as the reader leafs 
through, but thanks to the paper being translucent the 
next two following pages can always be discerned as well. 
�e �oor plans and cross-sections reveal a particular 
house (an imaginary middle-class suburban house) and 
are printed in blue: in this way they look like architectural 
blueprints. �ey were printed with an inkjet printer 
purchased speci�cally for the purpose. �e parchment-
like paper is also reminiscent of the tracing paper that 
architects use when drawing plans. �e spaces within the 
room perimeters are �lled with proverbs that refer to the 
room or space in question. �e proverbs in the book […] 
have been selected from many more languages, including 
Korean, […] and Hebrew. �ese texts are printed in 
purple, green and blue in various unnamed typefaces (in 
the exhibition everything was in shades of blue and there 
was less typographic variation). […] 

�e installation worked spatially, with visitors being able 
to walk between the components and to see di�erent 
elements at the same time. With the book’s horror vacui-
like way of �lling the demarcated spaces completely with 
texts, it feels more claustrophobic but also more intimate. 
�e texts are used ironically. When turning a page, the 
drawing to the le� on the just turned sheet remains 
visible but hazy, with the mirror image of the text 
forming illegible abstract patterns. �is transformation 
of the pages into vaguer re�ections is something the 
installation lacked, and thus the book adds an extra 
layer of meaning, precisely through the text losing its 
signi�cance as text. […] Moreover, while turning the 
pages, the house ends up being �lled from roof to cellar, 
not only with women’s tasks, but also with the hostility 
toward women that permeates every room. �e house 
thus feels like both a cage and a workspace, and as if a 
woman’s home is for others but not for herself. Whereas 
the installation’s emphasis lay on the wide spread of 
misogyny in all kinds of cultures and in all sorts of 
places, the book showers the reader with exactly the 
type of misogyny found in their own home. To achieve 
this e�ect, some of the installation components were not 
incorporated into the book. […] 

Abriss
Silverberg has created a number of installations 
under the umbrella title Anamnesis. […] �e psycho-
geographical installations play with the public functions 
and history of urban environments, together with the 
personal signi�cance they can have for the individual - a 
signi�cance that is generally incommunicable because it 
is so inextricably linked to one’s largely hidden personal 
life. Four such installations were created between 2010 
and 2012 […]. Two […] installations were directly related 
to the book Abriss. �e edition was produced over the 
course of 2012 and 2013.

�e �rst of those two installations was at the Pratt 
Manhattan Gallery, New York, and took place from 
September to November of 2010. It involved a posting 
wall, with stuck-on �yers, ads, posters and maps. 
[…] Silverberg’s installation was created a�er she had 
collected debris during walks through the city and 
processed it into paper. Some was pulverised into paper 
pulp, while other pieces were embedded in the paper. 
�is new handmade paper was used to make �yers that 
were printed with photos and personal statements such 
as “I create my work through language.” […] 

Dozens of these �yers were then hung near subway 
stations. Tear-o� strips at the bottom of this kind of �yer 
usually have a telephone number so that a passer-by can 
(for example) call if he has found a lost cat, or does want 
to take French lessons. Silverberg’s tear-o� strips were 
very di�erent, with words like “mother” or small photos 
of an eye (among other things). A�er having hung up her 
�yers in the city, Silverberg took photos of the places, and 
then a�er some time, she collected them again. Some had 
disappeared, others had been half removed.

�e installation included the �yers, the processed paper 
and maps made in the studio, and the photos of the 
locations where the �yers had been hung (in one we 
see Silverberg herself sitting in front of a wall of such 
�yers). In the center of the installation, a screen played 
a short video of a camera’s journey down Silverberg’s 
throat to her vocal cords. �is had to do with the apraxia 
therapy that Silverberg was undergoing at the time to 
�ght a nodule on her vocal cords. In the therapy, various 
words had to be recited. Silverberg especially had to 
practice words that started with M, such as mechanical, 
monotonous, macaroni and mother. �ese were the 
“healing words” that were also printed on the �yers.
�e installation at the Pratt Manhattan Gallery was 
centrally positioned on a single wall; its dimensions 
were approx. 220 cm high x 360 cm wide. �e constituent 
parts were of di�erent sizes, with many of the �yers 
measuring 47 x 29 cm. �e collecting, creating and 
exhibiting of this installation was later described as 
“highly ritualistic.”6 
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Robbin Ami Silverberg, Abriss, 2012/13, Edition of 10, Archival inkjet on Dobbin Mill papers with NYC detritus. 
Book inside of clamshell. Photo: Dorka Hubner.

Robbin Ami Silverberg, Abriss, 2012/13. Book opens in two directions. Photo: Dorka Hubner.
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To view the hung texts and photos properly, the viewer 
had to look at them from le� to right, and lean their 
head back or get onto their knees. �e �rst impression 
was above all that of an over-dimensioned city wall with 
posted �yers. �e video in the centre then functioned 
something like a window. �e glimpse into Silverberg’s 
throat demonstrated the tension between private and 
public life, between personal wishes and desires, as well 
as of making this public and the reactions to that. In the 
Pratt Manhattan Gallery some of the �yers were torn o� 
by the visiting public, but there were also people who 
added their own postings. 

A similar installation was shown at the Bildungshaus 
St. Benedict in Seitenstetten (between Salzburg and 
Vienna) from June to September in 2011. Titled Mother, 
it was comprised of two parts, one outside in the orchard 
(sheets of paper depicting images of nests with absurdist 
German text attached to tree trunks), and the other 
part in a large hall. Extending over a more than four-
meter-long wall, this part of the installation contained 
announcements, ads, posters and detritus, in German, 
along with a sound and video piece focused on memory 
and healing. �ere were not only �yers but also sheets 
of paper “printed with the eulogy for my mother, ripped 
up, and stapled back together” […], as well as several 
bobbins […]. As it was not allowed to mount the objects 
directly on the wall, they were hung on rectangular 
panels. All of the �yers for this installation were in 
German. In contrast to the New York installation, they 
were not posted outside �rst. Nonetheless, during the 
exhibition some were torn o� by tourists, pilgrims, and 
perhaps the monks of the monastery.7  […]

�e book does not include the video (the artist’s book 
forces a certain restraint and simplicity on its maker). 
�e �rst version of Abriss was in German and based on 
the installation in Austria. �e quite tattered �yers were 
supplemented with newly made sheets. �is copy was 
acquired by the Deutsche Bücherei in Leipzig, but the 
collector Jack Ginsberg had seen it and requested an 
English version. In this way a print run emerged that 
in the end consisted of eleven copies: three in German, 
two in French and �ve in English (as well as an English-
language artist proof). […] 

At the bottom of the box there is a colophon that is 
visible as soon as the L-shaped book block is taken out. 
�e L-form emerged because the �yers were printed 
both vertically (15) and horizontally (2). �us most of 
the sheets move vertically (like a calendar), but in a few 
cases the pages are turned horizontally (like a codex). �e 
sheets are printed on both sides (in contrast to those of 
the installations). �e book contains about thirty pages 
to be interpreted, less than half of the Pratt installation, 
and also contains texts by authors other than Silverberg. 

�e text of the Serbian fairytale �e Goat Ears and 
fragments from the works of Italo Calvino and Georges 
Perec occupy proportionally more space in the book than 
the textual elements in the earlier installations, which 
makes the book seem less personal. Although books tend 
to be more intimate than installations, the character of 
Abriss is rather reserved. In part, this arises from how 
one interacts with it. While Abriss does incorporate 
�yers, once the book is in a museum, library or private 
collection, the strips will no longer be torn o� as they 
were in the installations, and collection care departments 
will prevent damage from weather e�ects.

Silverberg considers this book in essence to be a “map,”8  
partly because of how it is unfolded, partly because of its 
psycho-geographical topic. However, the book also marks 
the end of the walk through New York. As an object, it 
is static, unchangeable. In the hands of the reader it feels 
less �eeting than the �yers on the walls of New York. But 
when you leaf through the book, you also get a sense of 
the opposite: the �uttering cut edges of the �yers and the 
crackling sound made by the paper give the impression 
of it being particularly delicate and extremely vulnerable.

Memory Walk
A�er Silverberg had worked for several years on the 
subject of “memory palace,” the book Memory Walk 
(2018) appeared. […] �e artist’s memories remain 
unexpressed. We see only the locations and the objects 
- not the memories themselves. �us, as with most 
artists’ books, this one too is about evoking associations 
and memories in the viewer. […] Each copy includes a 
speci�c cassette tape, which is sealed closed. […] Most 
copies of this book were sold because of the buyer’s 
associations with one of the music tracks. […] 

4
[…] Whereas with an installation the individual 
components can o�en be taken in at a single glance from 
a distance, in a book they are only gradually revealed to 
the reader. �e viewer of an installation shares the same 
three-dimensional space with the artwork itself, and 
o�en the space between the various components can be 
entered physically. �e book is also a three-dimensional 
object. With a book, the space is created by the reader, a 
space between head, arms and table or knees where the 
book is opened and can manifest itself. �e dimensions 
of an installation are determined by “wall, �oor, ceiling, 
corner”;9 in a book they are determined by front and 
back cover, pages, book block and edges. […] 

Spatial installations allow a looser arrangement of the 
components, and the viewer can (o�en) choose the 
sequence in which they look at the di�erent parts. In a 
book, because of how the components are put together 
(in a box or bound), there is a predetermined order, 
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Robbin Ami Silverberg, Memory Walk, 2018; close up of pages: black and white photographs on translucent paper (le�) 
and gouache painted and printed pages (right).

Robbin Ami Silverberg, Memory Walk, 2018. Edition of 8, Archival inkjet & gouache on Dobbin Mill papers: 
Book laying in wrap-case. Photo: Dorka Hubner.
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a rhythmic sequence chosen by the artist, although it 
is possible to leaf through a book in various ways. �e 
colour and texture of the paper generate additional 
experiences and associations. If the paper is transparent, 
this enables several layers to be read simultaneously. 
Indeed, Silverberg’s frequent use of translucent papers 
makes it possible to have “both vertical and horizontal 
reading processes.”10 

An installation links its contents to a speci�c location, 
which also determines the meaning. Conversely, the 
book itself is the location and is movable as a unit, 
is portable. Silverberg’s installations rarely end up in 
(private) collections; it is her books that go either to 
private owners or public collections. And installations 
are usually more temporary and ephemeral,11 though 
Silverberg keeps the remnants of all her installations. 
Sometimes these pieces become the basis for a new 
book. In every case, the installation explores, as it were, 
the theme and material, followed by the book editions, 
with their more permanent status. �e books usually 
contain less varied media (no bobbins or light sources, 
for example), the theme presents itself more directly and 
with fewer components. And yet at the same time, the 
reverse side of the pages takes on a role - in installations 
these o�en remain blank and face the wall.

�e similarities between installations and artists’ books 
lie more in their materiality (both make use of mixed 
techniques and media), activity (both demand that the 
viewer be active “to complete the work”) and linearity (in 
both cases, the reading is not linear). It has been claimed 
by experts on installations that the viewer experiences 
the work “in real time and place,” whereas with other 
art forms there is a “historical, analytical or imaginative 
realm.” For artists’ books, however, this is not the case; 
here too, the direct experience, both visual and tactile, is 
of primary importance. 12 

Like installations, artist’s books undermine the “exalted 
status of art” through their “quotidian-type experience 
- with its sights and smells.” […] Both art forms […] 
operate as a “woven container of associations,” which 
are physical, emotional and personal, as well as social 
and political.13 Installations and artists’ books are highly 
modern media, since they can accommodate “complex 
views of time, space, cultural diversity, philosophy, 
imagination and cultural criticism.”14 �e relationship 
between the observer and the installation may be 
described as approaching (the intimacy is physical), that 
of an artist’s book as separating (the intimacy is spiritual). 
[…]

Installations can be shown a second time and Silverberg 
o�en also works on presenting them in book form. �is 
is not a matter of directly translating from one medium 

to another; it is a di�erent kind of artwork based on an 
identical theme. Furthermore, a book can be made as a 
unique copy or produced in an edition of a number of 
copies, whereby Silverberg �nds “that certain portions 
or decisions must be truly the same and reproduced 
exactly,” while other aspects can di�er from copy to 
copy “to explore variations.”15  �is process must be able 
to continue until the print run is complete. […] But as 
Silverberg has noted: “I o�en do not complete editions.” 
�e choice of the book form is thus not linked to 
production, distribution or quantity, but more to variety, 
exploring a speci�c form, and the process of another 
medium. �e materiality - the paper in particular - 
continually allows her to deviate from the traditional 
form of the book. Pages have holes, they fan out and 
twist, the paper is transparent, with half deleted words 
and materials introduced into the pulp. […] 

5
[…] �e non-categorical - what arises between genres - 
is connected in a metaphysical way to the meaning of 
Silverberg’s artwork, where the form and content re�ect 
one another. She emphasises that the essence of her 
process art is to express the unspoken and the impossible 
(in words), the unseen or lost (in images), the impossible 
to feel or the forgotten gesture (in tactility). Indeed, the 
content of her artwork is just as elusive, just as di�cult to 
classify as the expressive form she has chosen.
[…] 

 
Paul van Capelleveen is curator of modern printed works 
at the National Library of the Netherlands, and editor 
of the book historical magazine Quaerendo. He has 
published articles and books about artists’ books, �ne 
printing, shipboard printing, book collecting, such as: 
Voices and Visions (2009) and Artists & Others (2016). 
He is Editor-in-chief of a forthcoming catalogue of 
Stanford University Libraries & the Codex Foundation 
(to be published in 2020).

Text excerpted from an essay in the catalogue published 
for Robbin Ami Silverberg's retrospective exhibition: 
Read Me. Like a Book. 30 Years of Dobbin Books, 
at Pratt Institute Libraries, Brooklyn, USA, 
21st January - 9th April 2020.

robbin@robbinamisilverberg.com
https://www.robbinamisilverberg.com
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Robbin Ami Silverberg, �ree Scrolls, 1994, Installation at the Museum of Applied Arts, Budapest, Hungary.  
Watermarked Dobbin Mill papers with embedded material. Photo: Jozsef Rosta.
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A selection of Timglaset publications, 2019.
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What is material based poetry?

Joakim Norling & Lina Nordenström

Editor’s Note: I went to the discussion by book artist Lina 
Nordenström (GG Print Studio, Sweden) and publisher 
Joakim Norling (Timglaset Editions, Sweden) on material-
based poetry and the process of making books at the Small 
Publishers Fair, Conway Hall, London in November 2019. 
It was a delightful talk, with Lina performing on her 
typewriter whilst responding to Joakim’s questions. It is 
impossible to replicate that experience here on paper, but 
I asked them to attempt to recreate the essence of their 
conversation for our readers…

Joakim Norling:
In March 2019 my small press Timglaset Editions 
published Lina Nordenström’s beautiful every letter b be 
come become, a hand bound digitally printed book in 
large format (210 x 297 mm) but with only 17 pages. 
�is was a signi�cant event for a couple of reasons. 
One being that it was only the second time I published 
a book by a Swedish artist/author. My press specialises 
in visual poetry and other forms of expression 
where writing and the visual arts converge, with an 
international audience, and there simply are very few 
Swedes working in that area. �e other reason this was 
a signi�cant event is that it was the �rst time Lina had 
allowed an external publisher to reproduce her work.

�e project came to fruition a�er long but friendly 
negotiations where our very di�erent aspects on 
publishing, writing and the arts were examined and 
re-examined. A triumph perhaps of the famed Swedish 
ability to reach fruitful compromises?

When a mutual friend of ours introduced me to Lina’s 
work I could immediately see the connections to the 
kind of concrete and visual poetry which is at the heart 
of Timglaset’s publishing pro�le. Much of the letterpress 
work was super�cially reminiscent of work by visual 
poets like derek beaulieu and Fernando Aguiar but with 
an understanding of space and composition which was 
obviously informed by the printing press. �e typewriter 
work was playful and conceptually interesting and 
placed her alongside Ruth Wolf-Rehfeldt, dom sylvester 
houédard and other great poets of that particular 
machine. But when I suggested to her that I understood 
her work as part of the concrete/visual tradition of 
poetry she protested. She maintained that she is a 
visual artist, not a poet. It took some time to realise that 
although our starting points were vastly di�erent what 
we had in common was more important; a fundamental 
understanding of the materiality of language and an 
irreverent attitude towards how sentences, words and 
individual letters can be used.

In the end Lina agreed that her work might be 
understood as poetry, a kind of poetry emanating from 
the materials and techniques she used. She coined the 
term material based poetry and when we were asked 
by the arrangers of Small Publishers’ Fair in London to 
give a talk about Lina’s work that term seemed to be an 
appropriate place to start.

What do you mean by material based poetry? Is there 
such a thing?
LN: I don’t know if there is, but I am tempted to use 
that term. What I mean is a poetry characterised by its 
materiality, in terms of paper quality and print technique. 
A poetry that has gained its content and expression 
very much through those aspects of the poem. 
In Sweden there is an increasing number of cra�speople 
entering the contemporary art scene, as they work very 
conceptually with their materials. For this reason the 
concept of material-based art has emerged, likewise the 
expression conceptual cra�. It depends where you 
put the emphasis. I �nd this reasoning very familiar; 
working with conceptual/concrete poetry as a cra� 
orientated artist.

When speaking of materiality in poetry the starting 
point will o�en be the concrete poetry of the 50s and 
early 60s, what is your relationship to that movement?
 LN: Lately I have realized that much of my earliest 
typographic work has a lot in common with concrete 
poetry from that period. I have not taken much interest 
in it until quite recently but now I �nd it very inspiring 
and interesting to pick up in�uence from that period. 
To communicate with history, so to speak – which I 
obviously do already, working with letterpress the same 
way they did in the late 1400s. I mean there is no more 
concrete way of writing, than working with letterpress; 
handling every letter, like a small sculpture! Even space 
has to be considered in a very concrete way. It’s one 
of the most relevant ways of working with concrete 
poetry, I would say. It’s tactile, very physical – it’s about 
experiencing language with all your senses. �is is what 
has led me into working with sound as well; the text as a 
musical notation. And the sound from the typewriter…

When we discussed making a project for Timglaset to 
publish I know that actually agreeing to work with an 
external publisher was a big step for you. Can you tell us 
why that is?
LN: So far I have always been in total control of my own 
working process – every step and every aspect; from 
concept to design to production. Even all decisions 
connected to marketing and how to present my work 
has been very much up to myself. To leave part of that 
process to a publisher was a bit scary. Especially the fact 
that I would not produce the book myself, but letting you 
scan my work and turn it into a digital printed version 
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Lina Nordenström, M-composition, Meken Municipal Art Gallery in Smedjebacken, Sweden, 2017

Lina Nordenström, performance at the poetry festival New Goose, Skinnskatteberg, Sweden 2019
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Lina Nordenström, selection of books based on typewriting. Clockwise from top: THERE IS NO STORY, 2015;  enot le den, 2014; 
every letter b be come become (Timglaset Editions, 2019); tre små ord / three small words, 2015.

Lina Nordenström, the body of space, 2018. Raised spacing 
material used to print, letterpress. �e void materialised. Lina Nordenström, Space, 2016, cover. �e body of space is 

the theme for this book, inlay printed on transparent paper. 
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Above, le� and right, details from: Lina Nordenström, 
every letter b be come become, Timglaset editions, 2019.

Lina Nordenström, o-ordning (dis-order), 2014.
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of my original, was a big step. To reproduce my original 
with another technique than I had used to make it was 
a risk taking; I was afraid that it might lose something. 
A digital reproduction is not the real thing; it is a 
“translation” to another language, so to speak. But I have 
to say that I am very happy with the outcome; the book 
still has a strong identity as an object. What I de�nitely 
gained is the opportunity to include my work in a new 
context, and to reach a new audience. �at I am very 
grateful for.

every letter… contains a large amount of text for a work 
by you. You might call it a meta poetic text since it is 
actually a text about language, what can be done with it 
and how it can be used for play and for art. Would you 
tell us a little about how it was conceived?
LN: I challenged myself with this idea about �nding 
the balance between the pencil line and the typed text. 
Some of my previous work had been about mapping or 
networking images, reminiscent of maps. �ey are o�en 
based on a pattern with a variation of close to 90 degree 
angles. I found it interesting to combine that with the 
possibilities the typewriter gives, in terms of geometric 
patterns when you write. To me it became like a very 
intuitive conversational piece between two languages, 
pencil drawing and typewriting. To �nd out how they 
could respond to each other. I remember you associated 
to improvisational jazz – I really like that analogy. And 
I have always found it very interesting to let my work 

point towards itself, so to speak. �is meta aspect, you 
mentioned. �e meaning of the text is not separated from 
its appearance, but two di�erent aspects of the piece that 
are complementary.

every letter… is made on a typewriter, one of your 
chosen tools for creating art. Another is letterpress 
printing. How do the di�erent tools you use in�uence 
the art (or poetry) you make? 
LN: Every technique has its own potentials; for me as a 
visual artist that is very obvious. You can never express 
the same thing on a typewriter, as with lead or wood 
type. �e typewriter is not a tool for reproducing, which 
makes it closer to drawing. It conveys this sense of 
presence, a speci�c moment in time – when the text was 
written or image was typed, and could not be corrected 
without the correction being evident. At the same time it 
is very mechanic in its appearance – it is the voice from a 
machine. Much more so, than a hand composed text with 
lead or wood type, printed letterpress, would ever be. 
It has a great potential if you want to work with 
geometrical patterns, since every letter – no matter if it 
is an O or an I – is designed to take up the same amount 
of space. And that is of course because it is a mechanical 
machine, constructed to move forward regularly letter 
by letter, space by space. �e typewriter is also good 
for repetition; you can easily repeat the same letter a 
hundred times, but if you do, you would also repeat 
any damage to the type. �is fact would also stress the 
mechanic feeling. But on a typewriter you can also vary 
the tone, hitting the key aggressively or gently – giving 
the text a human touch.

With letterpress all letters in a text are individuals. 
And there is a limited amount of every letter in a case, 
so don’t even think of repeating one letter or word too 
many times! Depending on how well they are cleaned, 
or if some are more worn than others, they may not pick 
up the ink evenly, which can give the text a somehow 
organic feeling, to an extent out of your control. 
�e process of letterpress is also very di�erent from 
typing. It’s time consuming composing the text, but 
quick to print – and you can easily print a big edition. 
While composing you always have the possibility to 
change everything – nothing is de�nite before printing. 
And that is something you can bene�t from – to keep 
things open, until the �nal moment, when you decide to 
print. �e creative process continues by the press; to print 
is never only about producing.

All these di�erences are crucial to my work, both in 
terms of how it a�ects the working process and how I 
approach writing, but I also think the choice of technique 
has an e�ect on the interpretation of the �nal piece. 
Each technique has its own associative references – 
that is something I always keep in mind. 

Cover detail: Lina Nordenström, every letter b be come 
become, Timglaset editions, 2019.
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Lina Nordenström, typewriter performance at Kulturscen 
Sandviken, Sweden, 2019

Lina Nordenström, I and o, 2018

Lina Nordenström, ooooo, 2018 
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Some of your letterpress printed work looks very 
much like concrete or visual poetry but the process 
that leads to the work is maybe what di�erentiates 
your work from that of a poet. Would you like to 
develop that further?
LN: I am a visual artist, no doubt about that – and my 
experience of di�erent print techniques has deeply 
in�uenced my work. Also, when I work with typography 
and writing I am very much aware of the importance of 
material and technique, in a way that corresponds to the 
visual artist’s approach. To me it’s no big di�erence. 
�e choice of a certain technique has an e�ect on how 
I use language, also when I write.

In other words: �e content of my text is built up during 
the printing process, since the tactile qualities and the 
visual aspect of the text are as crucial as the meaning of 
the words (when there are readable words). 
What I try to say is that my starting point is the cra� 
of printmaking, the hands-on reference. In that sense 
my approach to writing is very di�erent from a writer’s. 
I still claim I’m not a poet, but an artist working with 
typography and words.

Lina Nordenström lives in Uttersberg, a small village in 
a rural area in Sweden, where she runs GG Print Studio 
(www.gra�kverkstan.se) together with Lars Nyberg. 
She studied at Gothenburg University, �e College of 
Printmaking Arts in Stockholm and the Royal University 
College of Fine Arts in Stockholm. 

She regularly teaches artists’ books and letterpress 
practice as a guest lecturer, and has lectured at �e 
University College of Arts, Cra�s and Design, Royal 
University College of Fine Arts and �e College of 
Printmaking Arts - all in Stockholm. She has been invited 
to the Estonia Academy of Arts in Tallinn, in 2020. 
https://www.gra�kverkstan.se/lina-nordenstrom

Lina Nordenström, Space, 2016, page spread.

Joakim Norling is the founding editor and publisher of 
Timglaset. Joakim is also on the arranging committee 
of MABB, the Malmö Artists’ Books Biennial, and has 
lectured on the history of concrete and visual poetry.
Timglaset Editions is a Swedish publisher operating 
in the borderland between trade publishing and 
artists’ books.TE has published visual poetry, asemic 
writing, collage poetry, conceptual poetry with a visual 
component and other forms of expression blurring the 
borders between literature and the visual arts.

�e print runs are short and most of the books have 
handmade touches, but prices are kept low in an e�ort to
democratise the availability of high class book products 
in the chosen �eld of publication. �e readership is
international. https://www.timglaset.com
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A photograph
An artwork
A portrait
An observation
A record sleeve
A �eld recording
A drawing
A commission
A moment
A piece of graphic design
A collaboration
An interview
An accident
A print
An audience
A critique
A book
A �lm
An opinion
A proposal
A discussion
A lecture
A loop
An emotion
A response
An object
A page

Instagram: @mrnigelrobinson
Email: robinson.walsh@virgin.net

ARTWORK CONTRIBUTORS

Csilla Bíró, UK (page 4)
�e Ancient Lights page is dedicated to spite architecture 
and building something to annoy someone else. 
�e spite wall pictured on the page was built to reclaim 
some privacy and obscure the neighbour’s view in 
retaliation for building their new house so close. It had 
also successfully stopped the neighbours staring across 
the yard all the time. 

�e page was made with a hybrid process of o�ce 
copying involving a modern photocopier, risograph, and 
a seventy-year-old stencil duplicator that again gradually 
obscured the image with each copy. 

Csilla Bíró is a printmaker based in Bristol. 

Original image credits: Mike Newman/Wikipedia.org, 
Knottman2/Blip.com, Sir Richard G/Flickr.com.

Mike Dutton, UK (endpages 54-55):
“Si�ing through the disjointed fragments of texts and 
other debris for some clue, it has become clear that 
strange things happen in this world. You never know 
why, but they happen, seemingly from beyond a dark 
distance in the quiet between the stars.” 

An extract from the notebooks of Prophet William 
‘Angel’ Baber.

Heather Green, USA (page 52) is an interdisciplinary 
artist, researcher, and educator whose projects and 
installations examine historical and ecological narratives 
of the Northern Gulf of California and Sonoran Desert. 
�e collaborative nature of her work has allowed her 
to ally with a diverse range of individuals including 
scientists, poets and fishermen. A native of Tucson, she 
is currently Assistant Professor of Book Arts at Arizona 
State University. 

�e images depicted here are from her recent project 
Isle of Sauromalus. https://www.heathergreen-art.com

Nigel Robinson, UK (page 50, opposite)

A poster
An idea
A song
A magazine cover
A drawing
A thought
A zine
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the dark soaks into my skin;
there’s no one else here;
they’ve left;
there’s nothing left to breathe;
though you can still hear their dying voices.
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