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A BRIEF HISTORY OF SIGNIFICANT PRECURSORS OF INTERNATIONAL 
ARTISTSô BOOKS 
 

The term avant-garde book designates a great variety of publications which 
challenged the conventional notion of the book in order to change both art 
and life. éBecause of its cultural relevance, the book was destined to 
become a key medium of this aim. It surpasses art forms such as painting 
and sculpture in its ability to reach a wider audience and to combine 
different sign systems. It was the printed page on which avant-garde ideas 
and programs were primarily articulated, examined and distributed. ...It was 
the means by which the avant-garde explored the relationship between 
signs, both verbal and visual, and reality. 

 
                                                                            Jaroslav Andël 1989:6 

 
My intention to account for the presence of artistsô books both internationally and in 
South Africa seems to require a twofold search. Firstly, for some qualities or 
characteristics by which I can identify such objects and secondly, as a process of this 
search, some books which would supply these qualities and characteristics.  
 
In order to do this I will explore a number of historically significant books which I will 
use as significant precursors for the rise of artistsô books in the 20th century. Through 
this exploration I can begin to map the vast and slippery terrain of my subject.  
 
Both my reading of the literature and my handling of a large range of artistsô books 
have suggested the qualities of self-consciousness and self-reflexivity as useful 
points of entry into the field. In acknowledging the potential controversy that any 
attempt to define or describe specific qualities characteristic of an Artistôs Book my 
raise, I feel it important to suggest these qualities in that they seem useful criteria by 
which to identify and separate an Artistôs Book from a book which is not.  
 
Before moving into an analysis of selected significant precursors in order to establish 
how the qualities of self-consciousness and self-reflexivity operate I feel it necessary 
to provide a brief statement on the periods of time with which I am dealing. 
 
In his critical study of the literature of artistsô books, Stefan Klima (1998:12) states 
that the term óartistsô booksô seems to have been coined in 1973 by Dianne Perry 
Vandelip. Her exhibition Artists Books at the Moore College of Art in Philadelphia 
displayed more than 250 examples of many different types of books made by artists 
from 1960.  Johanna Drucker (1997:10) makes reference to a radically new type of 
book ï the artistôs book - and she too locates these objects in the early years of the 
ñcounter-culture idealismò of the 1960s. To Lucy Lippard (in Lyons 1985:46) the 
phenomenon of the artistôs book also seemed to intersect with the rise to prominence 
of conceptual art.1 Although artistsô books seemed to have been produced in 
response to a certain set of socio-artistic conditions at this particular time, they in fact 
had a substantial history before the 1960s. This history yields the significant 

                                                           
1 Perhaps Lucy Lippard, writing in 1975, gives the most succinct description of the rise of the Artistôs Book as a 
phenomenon of the 1960s. Her views were later published in Joan Lyonsô (1985) seminal book, which brought 
together diverse writings and views on the phenomenon. 
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precursors which I will briefly analyse in search of their qualities of self-
consciousness and self-reflexivity. I have chosen to begin with William Blakeôs (1757 
ï 1827) illuminated books as many pertinent issues are raised by them which 
contribute to my project. Of particular importance are their combination of images and 
texts and the fact that they were both created and printed by the artist.2  
 
What makes early books such as An Island in the Moon (c.1784) interesting is not 
only the artistôs total authorship but the ongoing hand-colouring of individual copies 
on selling them, thus making each a unique statement of process through time - a 
practice important to many 20th-century book artists. These elements alone begin to 
establish Blakeôs books as containers of a self-consciousness that places them 
outside of the conventions of book publishing of his day. Through this I am attempting 
to highlight qualities which draw attention to the óbooknessô of the object, rather than 
its function as a neutral container of information.  
 
In order for me to substantiate both self-consciousness and reflexivity in Blakeôs 
work, I must concern myself a little more with his pictorial surfaces. Perhaps one of 
the most important elements of these surfaces is the interplay between text and 
image and the manner in which each (and as we shall see, their unification) refers the 
viewer back to the subject of the work. William Mitchell (1994:131) states that in both 
The Book Of Urizen (1794)  
 

   

                                                           
2
 The relief etching or stereotype adopted by Blake and his friend George Cumberland (Butlin 1978:44) enabled 

him to print both text sections and illustration outlines in relief form. 
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and The Book of Job (1821), anything is capable of becoming a text through nothing 
other than it bearing ñsignificant marksò. 
 

     
 
 
By means of Blakeôs consistent identification of God with the human imagination (his 
own in these works) all motifs become spaces of inscription, sites in which the 
imagination renders or receives meaning or marking, what Mitchell (1994:131) 
describes as ñpantextualismò.3   
 
Blake creates a dialogical relationship, closing the differences between text and 
image especially in the interlacing border motifs. The resulting page is a ówholeô, its 
divisions interlocked and relational, anticipating and fulfilling its place in the sequence 
of the whole (Drucker 1995:25). Mitchell (1994:112) puts this ópantextualismô into 
sharper relief. In relation to Blake's images / text relationship he states that  

 
if there is a ólinguistics of the imageô, there is also an óiconology of the textô 
which deals with such matters as the representation of objects, the 
description of scenes, the construction of figures, likeness, and allegorical 
images, and the shaping of texts into determinate formal patterns. An 
iconology of the text must consider the problem of reader response, the 

                                                           
3
 From this point in my project I will refer to Mitchellôs term ópantextualismô as a major element of my research. 
This term will broadly cover and define what I describe as a óunityô or ósynthesisô of text and image. In these terms, 
I use the term ópantextualityô when referring to a óslippageô which breaks down separation or when referring to an 
intermedial object or relationship. Broadly speaking, I identify ópantextualismô to illustrate textuality which [also] 
operates graphically and is [also] pictorial in nature, while pictorial elements [also] operate as texts and can be 
read as such.   
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claim that some readers visualise and that some texts encourageémental 
imaging.  

 
The implication is that there can be no difference between Blakeôs texts and images 
as symbolic signs. Each is part of the other and, despite pages visually devoted or 
biased towards one or the other; Blake succeeds in producing a visible language. An 
example of this can be seen in The Book of Urizen where Blake satirises the idea of 
secret wisdom by the image of a book held open with its text visible. Chayes 
(1991:86) states that this text is both illegible and indecipherable, not as passages of 
writing as such, but rather as pictorial imitations of writing, with a primarily visual 
appeal. These ómock hieroglyphsô stand in parodic contrast to the órealô (legible and 
decipherable) texts around which the drawing is composed. 
  
Chayes (1991:87) provides another example. Blake uses the image of the book in his 
illustrations (between 1795 and 1797) for Edward Young's Night Thoughts (1742-
1745)  
 

 
 
Here he substitutes the central location usually given over to images for a page of 
text (Young's). In turn, Young's verbal metaphor is visualised as a picture that is also 
part of a book in which quasi-pictorial motifs may function as words, or as word-
substitutes. According to Mitchell (1994:129) an antipictorialist tradition4 existed at the 
same time as Blake's 'composite art' of word and image which would play upon all the 
senses of 'visible language' simultaneously. Mitchell explains that 
 

Blake's encomium on writing undoes all the semiotic oppositions that were 
                                                           
4
 Mitchell (1994:114) describes the Romantic poets Wordsworth, Shelley, Keats and in particular, Coleridge as 

describing an 'imagination' which transcends mere visualisation. 
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reified by the political conflicts of his time. Writing and speech, for 
instance, are not at odds in Blake's scenario of imaginative creation. ...If 
Blake's visible language heals the split between speech and writing, it is 
also designed to undo certain oppositions within the world of textuality, 
most notably the gap between the pictorial and linguistic use of graphic 
figures. 

 
Blake hoped for a óutopian visionô, the abolishment of semiotic difference between 
image and text and, according to Mitchell (1994:150) is sustained in the belief that 
ówriting will make us see with our ears and hear with our eyesô.5 It will transcend the 
notion of history as ña closed book to be taken in one ósenseôò. If Blakeôs pantextual 
óutopian visionô attempts to break semiotic difference between image and text, what is 
left on the page is the image of text to be viewed as such, and as part of the whole. 
This, I suggest, is reflexivity, the referral of the viewer back to the subject by means 
of the very elements making up that subject. Jaroslav Andël (1989:7) sees this 
reflexivity achieved by the liberation of ñtype and illustration from their narrow 
confinesò and that the book became the vehicle for this in terms of ñthe mind and the 
mediumò. Drucker (1995:25) describes it as a product of Blakeôs capacity to mobilise 
the space of the page, the tones of the paper, the colours of ink and paint within a 
small format in order to demonstrate the communicative power of the book.6 As 
books which transcend their utilitarian status as containers of separate codes of 
image and text, Blakeôs books become objects which are self conscious about their 
functioning and self reflexive in their structure. It seems fitting then for Drucker 
(1995:26) to state that, ñas a precedent for the artistôs book, Blakeôs work serves as 
the embodiment of independent thought realising itself through the forms and 
structure of the bookò. 
 
In conclusion, the self-conscious and reflexive elements I have tentatively pointed to 
in Blakeôs work highlight three elements which I consider important to my project as a 
whole: firstly, his ability to upset the separation of images and texts as discreet units 
on a page, and thus his attempt to reorder the visual layout of the page as a semiotic 
unity; secondly, establishing precedence for an individualôs authorship of a bookôs 
entirety; thirdly, the manipulation of imagery by the inclusion of hand-colouring, thus 
introducing unique one-of-a-kind books within an edition.  
 
The second artist whose work I suggest as a significant precursor is William Morris 
(1834 - 1896). Like Blake, he printed his own work and was in control of the entire 
production of each book. These aspects of artistic and managerial control construct, 
as I have suggested with Blake, a fundamental self-consciousness within each book.  
 
In this context, Morrisô own words (in Naylor 1988:225) may prove enlightening: 
 

I began printing books with the hope of producing some which would 
have a definite claim to beauty, while at the same time should be easy to 

                                                           
5
 This notion of an art that will be perceived through a sense other than sight has an interesting parallel with the 

work of Willem Boshoff where meaning is perceived in a form other than traditional reading eg. Kykafrikaans and 
in 370 Day Project.  
6
 Further on the issue of pantextualism, see Chayes (1991:88) who states that ñat the same time...both texts and 

designs in [Milton and Jerusalem] were produced by...relief etching, and the literally common ground they share 
on the plate preserves a continuity between themò. 
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read and should not dazzle the eye, or trouble the intellect of the reader 
by eccentricity of form in the letters. I have always been a great admirer 
of the calligraphy of the Middle Ages, and of the earlier printing which 
took its place. As to the fifteenth-century books, I had noticed that they 
were always beautiful by force of the mere typography, even without the 
added ornament, with which many of them are so lavishly supplied. And it 
was the essence of my undertaking to produce books which it would be a 
pleasure to look upon as pieces of printing and arrangement of type. 

 
Druckerôs (1995:21) opinion on self-consciousness is thus most informative to the 
work of Morris and to my project as a whole: ñ[A]n artistôs book should be by an artist 
self-conscious about book form, rather than merely a highly artistic book...one whose 
philosophical and poetic legacy is an integral aspect of its identityò. Morris 
concentrates on the various aspects of book production in order to produce a self-
conscious óbeautyô, if only in the eyes of its maker. He begins to move works like 
Chaucer (1896-8) beyond the discipline of highly crafted books towards the 
integration of a conceptual foundation and a technical manipulation evident in later, 
excellently printed artistsô books.7 
 

 
 

                                                           
7
 It is clear from his letters that the search for suitable papers (always hand-made), typeface, font size, ink and 

binding was integral to success. 
 


