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TOWARDS AN ANALYTICAL DESCRIPTION OF SOUTH AFRICAN ARTISTS' 
BOOKS  

 
Among mainstream artists, there are people who have looked at the book 
as a form to interrogate, not merely as a vehicle for reproduction. It is the 
fact of this engagement as a major feature of art of the 20th century which 
argues for the identity of artistsô books as a unique phenomenon of the 
era. To an unprecedented degree books have served to express aspects 
of mainstream art which were not able to find expression in the form of 
wall pieces, performances, or sculpture. Dick Higgins has even suggested 
that the book as a form of óintermediaô (to use his term), combines all of 
these modes of art in a characteristically new way. 

                                                                    
 Johanna Drucker 1995:9 

 
In this chapter I attempt an analytical description of the many and varied examples 
of contemporary Artistsô Books made in South Africa.1 In order for me to do this I will 
apply Johanna Druckerôs (1995:1) notion of a ñzone of activity...at the intersection of 
a number of different disciplines, fields, and ideas - rather than at their limitsò. 
Druckerôs notion responded to the difficulty - if not the impossibility - of finding an all-
embracing definition for the diversity such objects display. Looking at a  ñzone of 
activityò helps me acknowledge both the diversity of the local field2 and the manner 
in which local artists have engaged with what Drucker (1995:9) calls, ña bookôs book-
ness, its identity as a set of aesthetic functions, cultural operations, formal 
conceptions and metaphysical spacesò.  
 
In previous chapters I isolated, from a number of significant precursors, broad 
overarching issues and themes. These issues and themes helped to characterise 
unique qualities which set the precursors apart from the book-making conventions of 
their day and thus suggested that we were looking at the potential for óanother type 
of bookô, the artistôs book. 
 
In each significant precursor I attempted to identify conceits and conventions by 
which, through constant exposure, a book normally neutralises its identity. By 
examining the precursorsô theoretical operation of enunciation3 by which attention is 
called to their own processes and structure (Drucker 1995:161), I was able to isolate 
reflexivity and its resulting self-consciousness as important elements of the books 
which form the scope of my project. Simply stated, self-reflexivity embodies the 
ñcreation of books which are about being books, or what a book can be as an idea in 
formò (Drucker 1995:161). Reflexivity can occur on many levels i.e. humorous or 
serious engagement or manipulation of the conventions of the page and the pageôs 
relationship with literary and / or visual traditions of form or layout. Reflexivity can 
also embody the tension between external shape and packaging in relation to 
internal conceptions. What results is self-consciousness - an artistôs awareness of 
the impact of his/her manipulation or interrogation of the bookôs content and / or 

                                                           
1
 By ócontemporaryô, I mean Artistsô Books made since Willem Boshoffôs Bangboek (1976). 

2
 My examination will also have elements of a survey of contemporary South African Artistsô Books.  

3
 I examine a bookôs enunciation as opposed to a book being enunciated or spoken of (or for) as if it simply 

exists within the common conventions of bookness or as simply a container of information. 
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structure. 
 
After I had located self-consciousness in my significant precursors, two themes 
seemed to come into clearer focus. These were what I called a unifying or 
synthesising pantextuality (a breaking down of semiotic difference between images 
and texts), and an expression of some form of utopian idealism, whether socio-
political, spiritual or personal. I then attempted to isolate the operational elements 
characteristic of the enunciation of reflexivity, self-consciousness and pantextuality. 
These included: 
 

¶ The artist in control of the entire production as writer, illustrator, printer and 
binder; 

¶ Unique one-of-a-kind books where the artist can hand-colour a page or make 
other singular or unique interventions like the inclusion of objects or other 
material;  

¶ Changes to conventional or expected methods of printing. This not only includes 
hand-printing but also the inclusion of techniques such as collage, pochoir and 
gauche; 

¶ Cheap mass-produced, low quality products which exploit the mail system for 
distribution; 

¶ The unexpected placement of images in relation to texts and the free placement 
of typographic and other visual elements which alter the conventional layout of 
text in columns and paragraph rows on a page, and thus allow the possibility of 
non-narrative sequences;  

¶ Challenging a convention or the status quo in terms of the choice of material to 
publish e.g. Concrete Poetry; 

¶ The construction of sculptural objects as books; 

¶ A particular stance taken by an artist in order to manipulate or in some way 
attempt to control the viewer. 

 
I wish to make it clear that there is no expectation on my part that a single example 
will contain each of the above characteristics. Likewise, taken on their own, some of 
the characteristics can be found in books which have not been made by an artist nor 
make any claim to be an Artistôs Book. Nonetheless I believe that, in combination, 
the above characteristics are typical of a body of objects which I call Artistsô Books. 
 
I will now survey selected examples of contemporary South African Artistsô Books. In 
my survey I will investigate the enunciated elements of self-conscious manipulation, 
on the part of the artist, of the literary structural conventions and the visual spatial 
conventions of the page. Thereafter I will investigate the way in which these 
manipulations affect or are affected by physical structural and material elements of 
the book as a whole. Through my investigations I hope to describe, as fully as 
possible, the local field of Artistôs Book activity.  
 
 
CONVENTIONS OF THE PAGE 
 
I have argued that Artistsô Books often draw attention to the manner in which they 
are enunciated. This is not unlike the way an actor might digress and talk to the 
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audience (either directly or through a camera) to comment on the role which s/he is 
taking on. Artistsô Books are, in this way, indebted to the famous Eighteenth Century 
novel, The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, by Laurence Stern. 
Stern digresses from and interrupts the linear sequence of events with ñunforeseen 
stoppagesò and ñdeviations from a straight lineò (Andël 1989:5) in order to comment 
on his and the narrative's progress. Other óinterruptionsô include linear illustrations, a 
missing chapter, blank, black and marbled pages.4 
 
Western codices have historically developed a conventional visual organisation to 
facilitate reading. This organisation involves the standardisation of the structure of 
the book as a whole, as well as individual pages. In, for example, the double page 
opening, features such as marginalia, headers, footers, gutters, foot-notes, indices 
and the title page all facilitate reading from top left to bottom right and from first page 
to last. Organisation of text into columns and rows allows a conventional reading of 
text and image. I will refer to these as literary structural conventions.  
 
The literary structural conventions of a page could be replaced with type or imagery 
which, while visually assimilating these conventions, disturbs or replaces the 
standard meaning with nothing more than a self-conscious acceptance that these 
conventions exist. Columns, titles, captions and imagery may seem to be present 
but without being made up of readable bodies of information.  
 
The standardised sites of conventional book and page elements can become the 
subject of a book. In laying bare book structure normally taken for granted by a 
reader, the artist focuses that readerôs attention on elements of difference or 
otherness. In this way the artist can draw the readerôs attention to the fact that the 
particular book does not operate conventionally. This self-consciousness (of either 
what an artist is doing with or to book structure or how a book operates in its 
reading) is often fundamental to Artistsô Books.5 
 
The literary structure of the page accommodates a range of conventions that are 
visually spatial. Of this visual spatiality, Drucker (1995:168) states,  

 

[t]he visual elements of the page structure are...elusive in their meaning - 
while a running head, for instance, reminds a reader of their place in the 
text, neither a gutter nor margin is assigned a particular symbolic role. 
...They may seem to perform passive functions which facilitate rather than 
contribute to the meaning of a page. But in an Artistôs Book, these elements 
often become points of focus for the investment of meaning. 

 
Perhaps the most important South African book which focuses attention on the 
visual elements of the page within the literary structural convention is Malcolm 
Payneôs A Chill Down my Spine (1992). 

                                                           
4
 Note that André Brink used similar óinterruptionsô in Orgie (1965), the book which influenced some of the 

typographical manifestations in Willem Boshoff's Kykafrikaans (1980). 
5
 Ulises Carri·nôs For Fans and Scholars Alike (1987) and Johanna Druckerôs From A to Z (1977) are examples 

of self-conscious manipulation of the literary conventions of the page. 
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This unique book is created by means of stenciled lacquer images on BFK Rives 
paper. Payne moves the imagery from within the field of the facing (left) page 
through the gutter, into the spine and back across the gutter and field of the right 
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hand page. By placing his black wastelands, crosses, chains, thorns, graves and 
monstrous animals in sections of the page which are traditionally dissociated from 
pictorial activity, Payne self-consciously incorporates these ómarginalisedô spaces 
into the visual layout of the page. Payneôs witty punning of the title (a literary self-
reflexivity) and the spatial / visual conventions of the page emphasise a congruence 
not possible outside of the format of a book.  
 
It would then seem that the conventions of the book are conditions for meaning and 
that any manipulation of these conventions constructs content. 
 
In a very different way Moshekwa Langaôs No Title (The Halcyon Days) (1995-6)  
 

 
 
succeeds in drawing attention to the visual conventions of the page by using a 
specific book type - in this case a cheap, commercial photo album. In encountering 
this type of book Langaôs viewers would expect a specific spatial convention to be 
followed within the album. Langa, however, unties the conventions of pasting and 
sticking images, texts and other extraneous items of personal choice and value. He 
exploits the very activity of sticking - something usually hidden, denied or ómade tidyô 
by means of the albumôs self adhesive pages. Langaôs images and objects are stuck 
down with brown packaging tape, itself opaque and intrusive and the primary focus 
of many pages. On one page images become partly or fully obliterated under a 
regime of overlapping tape while a blindfold (similar to that handed out to airline 
travelers) is carefully and invisibly affixed onto the facing page. Brown tape defines 
the edge of this facing page adhering nothing except its own material position. A 
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dichotomy is thus set up between that which is normally visible and legible (here 
ironically made illegible with tape) and the recognisable instrument of hiding, the 
blindfold, óenframedô with tape.  
 
Self-conscious manipulation of the visual spatial conventions of a page obviously 
incorporates pictoriality within the literary structure. This occurs in so far as pictorial 
traditions invoke the possibility of a representational illusion in which the page 
functions as a picture plane.6 Langaôs manipulation of the conventions of a specific 
book-type focuses attention on what Drucker (1995:174) refers to as the convention 
of the literal page. 
 
I now turn to two books whose artists self-consciously manipulate the literal page by 
cutting (or other) through the physical page. In all books, the page edge 
acknowledges the tension between continuity and discontinuity so fundamental to 
the temporal and spatial elements of the book.  
 
In Sheila Flynnôs 1st Degree, 2nd Degree, 3rd Degree Burn (1994-5) however, the 
image is burn-branded through the hand-made paper page. 
 

      
 
The pageôs recto and verso are emphasised as a unified object not as a set of 
individual picture planes. Flynn, in choosing a motif which is perfectly symmetrical, 
defies the expected reversal of the image from recto to verso and thus binds the 
page separations into a unity.  
 
Drucker (1995:176-177) describes the unity offered by blind and other embossed 
surfaces thus: ñThe literalizing of the turning insists on the fact that the two sides of 
the sheet belong to the same entity - while when they serve as a surface, they can 
pass for discrete elementsò.  
 

                                                           
6
 An example is Marinettiôs 1919 Mots en Liberté (Words in Liberty). Typography uses the page as a structural 

element thus becoming both picture and poem.  
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A unifying dialogue between the literal (but discrete) page units is explored in a 
different way by Pippa Skotnes.  
In Heavenôs Things - Extracts from the discussions of Day - Heart Star told to Lucy 
Lloyd by //Kabbo (1992) she constructs a sequence of images and texts from a /Xam 
narrative. This somewhat poetic narrative unfolds in water-colour and includes 
paper-cuts which reinforce the three-dimensionality of the page and, like Flynnôs 1st 
Degree, 2nd Degree, 3rd Degree Burn, set up a unity between recto and verso as 
the pages unfold. 
 

 
 

 
 
Of greater importance for me is, however, the relationship between cuts in the page 
and the content they are able to generate. The cuts delineate spiral shapes 
sometimes referred to in the interpretation of óBushmanô art as phosphenes or 
entoptic phenomena.7  

                                                           
7
 See, for comparison. Lewis-Williams, The San Artistic Achievement in: African Arts 1995, Vol. xviii, No.3, p.56 

and Uher, J. Zigzag Rock Art in Dowson & Lewis-Williams 1994:293-312. According to these theories, lines, 
dots, chevrons, grids and spirals coincide with the early stages of trance hallucinations. Phosphene lines are also 
believed to typify later stages of trance hallucinations and both stages are often depicted on rock surfaces by 


