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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 artistsoé boolk
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 oOintermediad
these modes of art in a characteristically new way.

Johanna Drucker 1995:9

In this chapter | attempt an analytical description of the many and varied examples

of contemporary Arti st s 0 InBre forsme toaatieis|ivih Sout
apply Johanna Drnationkokariidzso n(adtigngf.mat the intersection of

a number of different disciplines, fields, and ideas - r at her than at t h
Druckerds noti on r e s iprotthe engosdibiity -tohfiedinglanfllf i c ul t
embracing definition for the diversity suchobj ect s di spl ay. Lookin
activityo helps me acknowl edge€ ardthé manteh e d i
in which local artists have engaged with what Drucker (1995:9)c al | s, fAa-bookd¢
ness, its identity as a set of aesthetic functions, cultural operations, formal
conceptions and metaphysical spaceso.

In previous chapters | 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
of Dboodd, otkides

In each significant precursor | attempted to identify conceits and conventions by
which, through constant exposure, a book normally neutralises its identity. By
examining the precur s o resudciatioh®dypowhiehtattentmri is o p e r
called to their own processes and structure (Drucker 1995:161), | 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
Afcreation of books which are about being bc
f or mMruckef 1995:161). Reflexivity can occur on many levels i.e. humorous or
serious engagement or manipulation of the
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 arti st é6s awar

the i mpact of hi s/ her manipul ation or inteée
1By 6contemporaryéo, I mean Arti stBangbodk¢l®76)s made since Wil
% My examination will also have elements of a survey of conte mpor ary South African Artists
o e X a mi n e enancidiian @& dpgosed 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 | had located self-consciousness in my significant precursors, two themes
seemed to come into clearer focus. These were what | 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. | then attempted to isolate the operational elements
characteristic of the enunciation of reflexivity, self-consciousness and pantextuality.
These included:

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

1 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;

1 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;

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

1 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;

1 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.

= =4

| 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 Artistés Book. Non
the above characteristicsaret ypi cal of a body of objects v
Il will now survey selected examples of <cont

my survey | 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 | 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 | hope to describe, as fully as
possible, the | ocal field of Artistdés Book

CONVENTIONS OF THE PAGE

| have argued th a t Artistsdéd Books often draw atten
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

t aki ng o n oksare, iniths way,6ndeBted 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 eventswithiunf or es eer
stoppages o0 andm fad esvti raa(Argpéhi®89:6)rino@der to comment

on his and the narrative's progress. Ot her
missing chapter, blank, black and marbled pages.*

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. | 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 arti st focuses t hat reader 0s
ot herness. I n this way the artist can dr aw
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 Artistso E

The literary structure of the page accommodates a range of conventions that are
visually spatial. Of this visual spatiality, Drucker (1995:168) states,

[tlhe 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
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
P ay n & Ghdl Down my Spine (1992).

* Note that André Br i nk used si mil Omgie @96%),tthe rbook which mfluenéed some of the
gypographical manifestations in Willem Boshoff's Kykafrikaans (1980).
Ul i ses CarfFans$ anchScilsolars Alike ( 1987 ) and J o hRBromAato 2X1967) drecexainples
of self-conscious manipulation of the literary conventions of the page.
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This unigue 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-consci ously incorporates thes
i nto the visual |l ayout of the paltraryselPayneo
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.

I n a very differ ent Nomdle (Thel bladchioa Rays) (199%6) g a 0 S
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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 Langads viewers would ex
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-s omet hi ng wuswually hidden,
by means of the albumés self adhesive pages
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, 6enf ramedd 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®Langaés mani pul ation of the ¢
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.

I n Shei | BstDedreg,2nddDegree, 3rd Degree Burn (1994-5) however, the
image is burn-branded through the hand-made paper page.

The pageb6s recto and verso are emphasised
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: frhe 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 elementsa

®*An exam pl e i s Matsen hileettét (Wards in LiBefty). 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.

InHe a v e n 0 s - Ektractsnfrgns 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-d i mensi onal ity of t hlst page
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
someti mes referred to in the interpretat:i
entoptic phenomena.’

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
7



