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Ideologies and identities in digi t a | a ndks: Paralléls detween
Charl es S a n"Carmma® nFigsrata and Wil l em
Kykafrikaans.

Introduction

The field olfproductionj and thesdisdowse kround it, is a peripheral one
when compared with available writings on art history and contemporary visual culture in
South Africa today, despite the number of established local artists having produced
arti st s'6As & mode of visual production that has, historically, challenged

Bos hc

conventional understandings of production, display and sale, ar t i st s6 books h

interesting, albeit fringe, status which is slowly gaining acceptance in South Africa. As a
physical object that operates within the conventions of the bound codex, the intervention
of the digital within the field signals a need to expand and explode the existing
definitions a.f Howeevert iatsa miréctureb in GS&uth Africa, when the
conventional codex form of the artist& book has yet to gain full stature, these digital

interventions seem to complexify an already problematic and under-defined field.

The purpose of this paper is to establi
Africa within an ideological paradigm that struggles to define or establish the field. |
explore an important precedent for this ideological struggle: the precarious position of
Charl es Sandi s o@adnsna Eigugta tithin thevreaerk Blood on Paper
exhibition at the Victoria and Albert Museum in London.™ In this exploration | attempt to
account for Carmina Figuratad seeming fringe billing, its absence from the formal

catalogue, its difference from the rest of the exhibition and therefore its status as a

signifier of o6other ness 6dupdn areassurhpton that,tbding s

a digital work, it seems to have been considered lacking a required status to be fully

included in all aspects of the exhibiti

sh an

6ot h

on. | T

escape some of t he engturatorialtdécision.s mor e troubl i
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This ideological precariousness, | argue, has parallels with an earlier installation of a
digital aWit li Is ¢ @ s BHylsfulidn$, atMichael Stevenson, Cape Town."
Kykafrikaans was originally conceived and developed around a number of tight modes
of presentation and reception: as a series of unique typed scripto-visual pages;’ as an
edition of screenprints directly processed from the originals" and as a book or
Aant hol ogy of concrete po e dhbylWitgeweB/oPanewstir 2007
1980. At Michael Stevenson, B o s h oofiginél printed images were digitally projected
and accompanied by a soundtrack of voices reading/performing the pages of
Kykafrikaans. Yet, i n expanding t he audi entheserk modes
(combining the textual with the auditory), Boshoff, | argue, cuts ties with the original
screenprinted and ykafrikaans &nd cobstruct& a tdtadlyrnewsword. f
| argue thatt he precari ousness @&lbod aPaperisigrala that thevor k o
digital intervention into Kykafrikaans may be equally problematic within a South African

context.

By exploring the position of the digital in relation to the codex in both Sandison and
Boshoffds wor ks | at t eayipatidentity of digital artistsdbooksanr t h e

contemporary South African visual culture.
Bloody definitions of the Ar t i st 6s Book

It is necessary to briefly examine two contexts within the discourse of the book-arts

within which an anal ysi s orfd SBoddigiéfwddss might be more

coherently argued and understood in relation to more familiar codex forms. The first

context requires an acknowledgement of what | term the @e-definitiondo f the artis
book as an ideological given. The closestthefieldof arti st 6s book produc
writing allows itself to come to a definiton of wh at an ar t is#tudpacktbheo ok i s
concept ofandiby owimiesls 6asrmiay be in@edullyounderktood. Angela

Lorenz (2002:[s.p.]),anint er nati onal ly respected maker of a
I to try to define artist's books? Just one

mentions the contentious placement of the apostrophe or lack thereof in the term (note
2
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her use, which differsfr om ot hers) and seems more at home

vii

books are not.

Yale librarian Jae Jennifer Rossman (2008) writes:

The term artists' books is difficuldt to d
definition of the term has lasted for almost 25 years. The general

consensus is that there is no one definition. Many other terms are also

used to suggest the same concept: book art, book as artwork, bookwork,

artists' bookworks, book objects, artists books (no apostrophe) and there

are likely more. While none of the terms is incorrect (as there is no one

definition for any of them either), the term artists' books seems to

predominate.

I n Johanna Drucker és Th®95Celnt us ¢ mi onfa kh& rbtoi oskt, s
observes that:

A single definition of the ¢ t er m déan artist's bookd conti
elusive in spite of its general currency and the proliferation of work which

goes by this name. Its increased popularity can probably be attributed to

the flexibility and variation of the book form, rather than to any single

aesthetic or material factor. Rather than attempt a rigid or definitive

characterization of artists' books, | € sketch out a zone of activity which |

t hink of as artists' books. 0 It S a z
intersection of a number of different disciplines, fields, and ideas i rather

than at their limits.

Drucker (1995:9) goes on to unpack and analyse a number of works using this

methodology and describesan exami nati onnteonfissdGbbokhse®sdt er me
6 hiyghnal | &= bW e lformalxanceptionsband O met a p hy sHerbagpd spac:
her most succinct descr i patfdrnotointerrbgate, ncd mesetyt i st 6 s
as a vehicle for reproduct[sipg)n od e sklrsi ebvelks raer tD rsu
as Aéphenomenal 6 books, wh i c hartifacésy docurhent® s hi f t
vehicles for delivery of content, and instead demonstrate the living, dynamic nature of

work as produced by interpretive actso.
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Implicit in these descriptions is the mutability of form, something that could, and indeed
must, incorporate an expansive understanding of the tactile, haptic conventions of the
codex and an ideology that accepts a crossing from the book as physically embodied to
its seemingly disembodied digital form. This ideological shift, its acceptance, or lack

thereof, constitutes my second context of production and discourse.

Anyacceptance of a change in ideologicals stanc
not easily gained. Philip Smith (1996:[s.p.]) in an article revealingly titled The Whatness
of Bookness or Whatisa Book?st at es t hat O6booknessd is being

stretched to include forms which carry a digitalized or electronic text such
as a CD, a hard disk or a microchip, or miscellaneous forms such as
spirals of paper with continuous text, or pyramids, dodecahedrons and
other geometric multiplanar forms. | would not describe all these things as
having the quality of bookness or being strictly covered by the definition. A
blank book is still a book, but a blank dodecahedron or unmarked spiral of
paper is not a book, it is a dodecahedron etc. € The book is not the text,
although it is traditionally associated with it, and these two elements
appear often to be mistaken for the same thing. The book is the hinged
multi-planar vehicle or substrate on which texts, verbal, or tactile (the latter
would include braille [sic] and other relief or embossed effects, found
objects, pop-ups) maybe written, drawn, reproduced, printed or
assembled.

Smi t hds eynoes antideaogical unwillingness to let go of a number of seemingly

i mmut able and thus O6definingd el ements of the
hinged and thus codex form, its separation or independence from both text and image.
Thisviewisnot somet hing that takes us any <closer
but is nothing more than the re-stating of the conventions of the codex as signifiers of

bookness, and consequently, by extension, any

Drucker (1995:1) on the other hand, would have us explode this ideological position; her
survey of the field o f artisa@é@s nd ozmke made & the space at the
intersection of a number of di fferent di sci pl

shift. Drucker describes and examines books that interrogate the very conventions of

4
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bookness, exploiting tropes of self-consciousness and self-reflexivity in terms of the

structural, literary, literal, narrative and material conventions of the page and book

format. In these terms, book artists exploit technical and graphic conceits in order to call

attention to the conventions by which, through constant exposure, a book neutralises or
effaces its identity. Drucker (1995:161) desc
ofienunciationo by which attention is called 1
Gunkel (2003:290-291) describes this effacement in another way; with regard to a
physical bookds relationship with its subject

€ the book is understood as a surrogate for something else from which it
is originally derived and to which it ultimately refers. The printed signifier,
therefore, is considered to be both secondary and provisional in relation to
the primacy of its signified. And for this reason, the tension between the
bookds material and its subject matter is

| n Drucker 6s t er ms t hen, -rermlar thia rnensios tthéosgh b o o k
enunciati on, becoming O6phenomenal 6 G.hrohghe t |
acts might include both the making and reception of digital forms.""

Joseph Esposito (2003:[s.p.]) describes the product of a fprimalob ook 6s appr opr i

within an electronic medi um and form as it he

Esposito, with Drucker seemingl v | ook i ng o v das thé potentia to ;maké d e r F
the contents of a book actionabl e, not mer el
forged for the artistés book as an interrogat

the move from embodied object to disembodied digital programme might prove, for

many who work in the field, to be a step too far.

Both Sandi sonds an ddigiglobsdks) o fvlick | now tarp, emunciatd
themselves as actioning an ideological shift. This shift moves from the conventions of
embodied bookness i and in which a history of originary experience is imbricated 1 to a
disembodied digital form that alienates, in very specific ways, an originary experience of

the book and in which formthey mays eem o6 ot her ed6. I n Sandi sonc¢

5
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alien from the weight of printed history in the glass cases below it (and thus from the
official, printed catalogue), as it is presented as a series of projected white and red texts

which move aboutonthewal | s above the uwilsi tords heads (F

Figure 1: Blood on Paper, general view of entrance room. Victoria and Albert Museum, London.
15 April to 29 June 2008. Photograph: The author.
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InBoshoffds case, t he wor k fronstheddrm ie whicl{ ivwas ual | vy

originally encountered: screenprinted images and the artist®& book (Figures 2a & 2b).
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Figure 2a: Willem Boshoff. Min of Meer. Kykafrikaans. 1980. Figure 2b: Willem Boshoff. Cover of Kykafrikaans. 1980.
Screenprint on paper. Johannesburg: Uitgewery Panevis.

This book is in the collection of the author.

tseemst el | i ng that Boshoffds exhi biKykabikmang at al oc
similar to their original typed form (in print) rather than views of the digital work as it was
projected within the white cube of Michael Stevenson. In order to explore what | term
the ideological shift from the conventions of embodied bookness, | provide a context for

and description of the modes of display forbothSandi sson 6 8 o snvork.f f 0 s

Carmina Figurata

Upon entering Blood on Paper, one is confronted with Anselem Kie f e Thé Secret Life
of Plants (2008). For a moment the work seem to be made from granite, a monumental

book carved in stone. Upon closer inspection, however, it becomes apparent that the
;
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book is made from thick card wrapped with thin sheets of lead, with imagery painted in
oil on the lead sheets. The cover boards and pages of the structure measure 190cm
high. As the first book one encounters, its material physicality underscores its
unequivocally embodied presence in the room (Figure 3).

Figure 3: Anselem Kiefer. The Secret Life of Plants (2008).

Blood on Paper. Victoria and Albert Museum, London.15 April to 29 June 2008.

Reproduced with permission: Ivorypress Ltd.

Thereafter, one becomes more aware of curatorial decisions and physical layout.
Around the edges of the exhibition space are display cases and vitrines containing the
majority of the books on the exhibition. Visitors move from case to case and into side
spaces that suggest @hapelsd for/of the contemplation of the almost religiously
fetishized works. The exhibition consists of a host of historic icons™ of the book arts of
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the early to mid-twentieth century, along with more contemporary works, most of which

have been printed by, or associated with, Ivorypress Ltd.

Above these physical icons to printing and early book arts excellence floats a somewhat
incongruouse work: Ch ar | es S &arnina $igunatasit is the one book which is
neither in codex or portfolio form, nor potentially haptically manipulable. Positioned high
above the visit ormdsts bfesia digtal prdjebtiens of evioite and red
words which move arbitrarily across the walls of an exhibition space, forming fleeting

connections (Figure 4).

Figure 4: Charles Sandison. Carmina Figurata (2008) projected on the wall
wi t h Ans el EheSekrét bife & Plénts (2008) in the foreground
Blood on Paper. Victoria and Albert Museum, London.15 April to 29 June 2008.
Photograph: The author.

Sandi sonds work 1is the onioyandpedaps due tovt® r K o n
disembodied form is not under the control of the Ivorypress Ltd., joint sponsors of the
exhibition, and therefore does not appear in the impressive catalogue (Figures 5a & 5b).
Besides the small handout at the entrance to the exhibition, Carmina Figurata does not
seem to exist outside of the exhibition. As a book, it is neither tactile nor does it conform

to the conventions of a book as a codex such as binding, paper material, handheldness.
9
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Carmina Figurata is placed in intriguing territory in relation to the rest of the exhibition,

as curatorially, physically and catalogically dtheredd*

W0 0 g

Figure 5a & 5h: Catalogue publication of Blood on Paper.

Co-published by The Victoria & Albert Museum, London and Ivorypress Ltd. Reproduced with permission: Ivorypress Ltd.

10
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Kykafrikaans

Kykafrikaans in its original forms: the series of unique typed scripto-visual pages; the
edition of screenprints and the anthology of concrete poetry are essentially poems.
Boshoff (2007:54) intended that they should be performed in order to give affective
scope to the acoustic potential of the original work. Until 2006, this aspect of
Kykafrikaans remained largely informal.X Professional recordings of the readings of
selected poems from Kykafrikaans were produced between 2006 and 2007 at the
Wounded Buffalo studios in Johannesburg (Boshoff 2007:54). The nearly 30 recordings
deploy the voices of Marcel van Heerden, Jane Rademeyer, Lochner de Kock, Hermien

de Vos and Boshoff himself.

On entering the sparse white space of the installation within the larger Epat exhibition,

one sees the scripto-visual images of Kykafrikaans projected onto a screen. The

appropriate recording accompanies each image, becoming a soundscape within the

installation space. At the end of each recording, the image fades and the next image

and recording begin. The viewers/listeners can either stay for the full presentation or

leave whenever they choose. However, inr el ati on to the visitoro:
experience of the embodied forms of Kykafrikaans, this sound-driven and disembodied

form of the work may prove alienating and distant.

Having established contexts for production and display for both examples, | now turn my

attention to the manner in which the digital facilitates the ideological shift from the

conventions of embodied bookness.

11
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Analogue and digital forms

With dim disquiet he senses the inexplicable emptiness that results from
his body becoming a withdrawal symptom, from its dissipating and being
robbed of its reality, its life, its voice, and the sounds it makes by moving
around, reduced to a mute image that flickers on the screen for an instant,
then disappears into thin air.

Walter Benjamin (2008:19)

Il n the context of tnewhatpedcientdwords, Brigtan asathmy weles s o
in 1936 in relation to the screen actoros exi
the camera, present themes that | apply to this study. These are: disquiet, emptiness,

the withdrawn body, dissipation, robbing of the real, reduction, muteness and
disappearance. Brought up to date within the complex multimedia and digital world,
Benjaminds focus upon notions of a disquiet.i
characterise Sandison's Carmina Figurata. Asthe wo r k c odigial nethirgnessd 6
itcannotbepr i nt ed pimthebconvwentierdlésense, by the Ivorypress Ltd. Thus,

unlike the other books on display, Carmina Figurata presents itself as disturbingly

disembodied; the very antithesis ofthehapt i cal |y mani pul abl e arti st

This seemingly discomforting lack of reality, of embodiment, in digital work such as
Carmina Figurata is described by Friedrich Kittler (in Hansen 2004:71) who states that
fthe general digitization of channels and information erases the differences among
individual media. Sound and image, voice and text are reduced to surface effects,

known to consumers as interface. Sense and senses turn into eyewasha

Kittler (in Hansen 2004:72-73) continues:

If the digital image can be said to replace photographic, cinematic, and

televisual images with a wholly new technical image, that is because it
fundamentally reconfigures the very concef
correlation-by-analogy with the human body and thus rendering it a purely

arbitrary construct. € Unlike any analogue image, the computer or digital

image does not comprise a static cut into the flux of the real; instead it

captures a virtual block of information ... Following its digitalization, the

image becomes akin to a text composed of individual letters, one that is,

strictly speaking, unreadable.

12
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Tim Lenoir (2004: xiii) states that det er mi nec
the power of manipulation inherent in new visualisation technologies. He argues that

these views assume the tendency of digital imaging to detach the viewer from an

a3

embodi ed, haptic sense of physical | ocati on
read Sandi s onBboss haod d 6 s install ation wor k hes di se

vi ewer s passive rol e.

I n order to see how this reading occurs, cri
Boshoffds work require attention. For the pur
as framing eliementtshe af |bacmud of he hé uim mdeatda bl e 6

analyse Sandisondés and Boshoffods di sembodi ed

A cutinto the flux ofther eal : unpacking Sandisonds wor Kk

Elena Foster and Rowan Watson employ a quasi-religious theme in curating Blood on

Paper: a cruciform ground plan creates alcoves for quiet contemplation of printed icons

of the book arts reminiscent of altarpieces in the side chapels of medieval cathedrals.

The title of the exhibition, Blood on Paper, refers directly to a religious yet bodily
experience inwhi ch books are seen as the |gdareer al b
measured in blood: the exhibition title refers to the books on exhibit that deal, literally,

with blood as a medium (Ed Ruscha and Anselem Kiefer), as wounds (Anish Kapoor) or

torture (Damien Hirst). The title also refers to the book arts as a field of regeneration

(new blood), youthfulness (young blood) and particularly obsessive passion (blood

boils), which is evoked in Ambroise Vo | | a Padabbeement (1900) where Paul

Ver |l ai nreidmintgad o eetation to Pierre Bonnardd blood-red lithographs.

Kapoor dWound2006), contains a laser-cut into the flesh of the paper," in which
the internal fore-edges of the cut denote the embodiment of the book arts as something
physical, tactile and living, and something of a tour de force in printing, book

construction and binding, of which the Ivorypress Ltd. is justifiably proud (Figure 6).

13
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Figure 6: Anish Kapoor. Wound (2005).
Blood on Paper. Victoria and Albert Museum, London.15 April to 29 June 2008.
Produced by Ivorypress Ltd. Reproduced with permission: lvorypress Ltd.

Yet this literal cut, as a way of reading the book as flesh-like, and forever deeply
vulnerable, is undercut by the oppositec ondi t i ons s e Carmbina Fiueatadi s on 6
Ki t t (Inédanéem 2004:72-73) reminder t h a t theficémputer or digital image does
not comprise a static cut i nto the flux of t
unreadable Os and 1s, renders Carmina Figurata both unprintable 7 and therefore
outside of the scope and authority of the catalogue i and in direct conflict with the very
embodiment the book arts claims for itself. After all, in what other arts can the reader /
viewer control the pace and the order of viewing or the temporal / spatial conditions in

which such viewing can take place, than in the physical, codex form of the book arts?

Yet Blood on Paper denies such access; the vitrines and roped-off spaces attest to this
distancing of the bodily, the haptic, element of reading/viewing a book. Here, the illusion
of tactility is supreme and the horror of Ki
confrontation between book icon, iconic artist and disembodied viewer, visual stasis

rather than the dynamic tactility of the book defines our experience.
14
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Book artist and academic Sarah Bodman (2008) notes the following about the exhibition

and the position of Carmina Figurata within it:

|l would say that those were not examples o
democratic works. Yes, the books were impressive, large and attention

grabbing, and were obviously of their time, but for me, they were not what

artistsoé books are about. The show compri s
€ artists, some of whom hadodkpr(odduonadd cerdldy
in the loosest term, as these books were mostly printed and bound by a

studio publisher not by the artist)é Char | es EarmichiFiguwatad s

high up and out of reach, was perhaps the most accessible piece in the

show; it wa l|gs,qust fldatendp above, with words moving like

tiny creatures under a microscope as they formed fleeting connections

with their neighbours. Physically untouchable, yet actually asking the

viewer to spend time with it (Figure 7).
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Figure 7: Charles Sandison. Carmina Figurata (2008)
Blood on Paper. Victoria and Albert Museum, London.15 April to 29 June 2008.
Photograph: The author.

Bodman (2008) notes the irony of a situation where the least tactile work, the one most
self-consciously disembodied andt he one t hat di ouiitteathelflyxofdeni es
the real 6 (as Kapoor woeurad nisa viacckssblenmepedm e c i at

15
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t he s Iméaey,.Carmina Figurata seems, from its vantage point, its birds-eye view so
to speak, to embody a succinct commentary upon the distance and the disembodiment
of the encased objects below. Without any recourse to their self-conscious reflexivity as
books-made-by-artists i their awareness of their being books 1 these objects no longer

are able to lay claim to their operationalisation; their enunciation.

Arts critic Michael Kownacky (2008:[s.p.]), too, notes this lack of enunciation in relation

to the works on the Blood on Paper exhibition. He states:

The best part of the display are [sic] the projections hovering near the
ceiling of the first room as one enters. Words and phrases hover in
random patterns, sometimes coming close to each other, but often
avoiding contact as if they have escaped from the printed page and are
' iving <creat ur es byéChatlds iSandisanaand isl caled
6Car mi na Fhisgnepiece seentied to truly have life and soul.

The term 6 c ar mi n a isfmiorg oonvertiandly used to describe poems in which
certain letters or words are contained within patterns or compositions to form
independent phrases or verses within regular lines of continuous printed text (Grove:
2009:[s.p.]). The term is also used in literary criticism to describe poems that have a
certain shape or pattern formed either by all the words they contain or just by certain
words in the printed text."

Sandison0 sitle Carmina Figurata references the convention of creatively printed text,

yet, being digital, the work is unstable, not static as the conventional forms of carmina

figurata appear (Figure 8). The irony here lies in the fact that the title signifies, in very

real terms, the actions of looking at and reading texts as images and images as texts in

a dynamic temporal/spatial relationship, where semiotic differences are broken down:

these are the mechanisms o f negotiating onebs way throug

complexities of books made by artists.
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