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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 artists‟ 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 „intermedia‟ (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 Artists‟ Books made in South Africa.1 In order for me to do this I will 
apply Johanna Drucker‟s (1995:1) notion of a “zone of activity...at the intersection of 
a number of different disciplines, fields, and ideas - rather than at their limits”. 
Drucker‟s notion responded to the difficulty - if not the impossibility - of finding an all-
embracing definition for the diversity such objects display. Looking at a  “zone of 
activity” 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, “a book‟s book-
ness, its identity as a set of aesthetic functions, cultural operations, formal 
conceptions and metaphysical spaces”.  
 
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 „another type 
of book‟, the artist‟s 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 precursors‟ 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 
“creation of books which are about being books, or what a book can be as an idea in 
form” (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 page‟s 
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 artist‟s awareness of 
the impact of his/her manipulation or interrogation of the book‟s content and / or 

                                                           
1
 By „contemporary‟, I mean Artists‟ Books made since Willem Boshoff‟s Bangboek (1976). 

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

3
 I examine a book‟s 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 Artist‟s Book. Nonetheless I believe that, in combination, 
the above characteristics are typical of a body of objects which I call Artists‟ Books. 
 
I will now survey selected examples of contemporary South African Artists‟ 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 Artist‟s Book activity.  
 
 
CONVENTIONS OF THE PAGE 
 
I have argued that Artists‟ 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. Artists‟ 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 “unforeseen 
stoppages” and “deviations from a straight line” (Andël 1989:5) in order to comment 
on his and the narrative's progress. Other „interruptions‟ 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 reader‟s attention on elements of difference or 
otherness. In this way the artist can draw the reader‟s 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 Artists‟ 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 Artist‟s 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 
Payne‟s A Chill Down my Spine (1992). 

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

typographical manifestations in Willem Boshoff's Kykafrikaans (1980). 
5
 Ulises Carrión‟s For Fans and Scholars Alike (1987) and Johanna Drucker‟s 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 „marginalised‟ spaces 
into the visual layout of the page. Payne‟s 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 Langa‟s 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 Langa‟s 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 „made tidy‟ 
by means of the album‟s self adhesive pages. Langa‟s 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, „enframed‟ 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 Langa‟s 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 Flynn‟s 1st Degree, 2nd Degree, 3rd Degree Burn (1994-5) however, the 
image is burn-branded through the hand-made paper page. 
 

      
 
The page‟s 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: “The 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 elements”.  
 

                                                           
6
 An example is Marinetti‟s 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 Heaven’s 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 Flynn‟s 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 „Bushman‟ 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 



Copyright © David Paton 

 

8 
 

 
 
To reinforce my assertion that a cut in the literal page creates content, Skotnes (in 
Dowson & Lewis-Williams 1994:327) states that “the rock surface was a veil that 
was suspended between two worlds, this world and the world of the spirit”. 
 
By cutting the paper In Heaven’s Things Skotnes constructs a metaphor for the rock 
veil. Using extant San images as a reference, Skotnes superimposes spirals onto 
therianthropic figures.8 New palimpsest possibilities and combinations reveal 
themselves as the pages unfold and Skotnes exploits the conventions of the literal 
page in order to convey graphically the layered systems of shamanistic belief. I 
would argue that, intrinsic to any appreciation of the visual spatial conventions of a 
page, is the notion of temporality and sequence. A book‟s structural temporality is 
always bound into its physical arrangement. It is a given that, over time, a book 
reveals itself to its reader, both literally and metaphysically. I term this temporal 
revelation dynamic wholeness, the agency of which is sequential movement. The 
revelation of wholeness is often amplified by means of a visual narrative or non-
narrative sequence. My focus here however concerns the manner in which the literal 
page facilitates dynamic wholeness. What I am referring to is the haptic9 process of 
page turning and the manner in which the book dictates the manner (or tempo if you 
like) of this turning in the revelation of its own content.  
 
The photographic flipbooks of Tracey Derrick are humorous visual narratives 
measuring only 8 X 12 cm. Shilo and Cake (1993) follows the fortunes of the 
protagonist‟s attempt to eat a large slice of cake containing a beetle. 
 

     
 
What is of interest here is the direct haptic involvement of the viewer. By 
manipulating the rate at which the pages are turned, the viewer begins to control the 
fate of the unsuspecting protagonist. This self-reflexivity operates somewhat 

                                                                                                                                                                          
shamans who were also artists.  
8
 A therianthrope is, in these terms, a depiction of a creature, half man and half animal. It is associated with 

visions in trance states and indicates a deepened stage of trance. See, Dowson & Lewis-Williams 1994:293-312. 
9
 In this instance, I am using the term „haptic‟ to focus attention on the viewer‟s physical manipulation of a book 

as an integral part of dynamic wholeness and in the creation of  content. I am not referring to the simply agency 
of page turning.  
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theatrically with the viewer an active and controlling participant. Derrick‟s flipbooks 
represent an extremely rapid form of temporal processing.  
 
 
As the conventional experience of reading or viewing a book is rarely so rapid it is 
necessary for me to investigate another type of haptic processing, i.e. the literal 
unrolling of sequential imagery in order to construct meaning. 
 
 
A book which requires such involvement is Giulio Tambellini‟s The Journey 
(Scriddler Procession Book) (1987).  

 
 
Made from pulped letters received from acquaintances and etched onto, Tambellini 
has constructed five long pieces of hand-made paper (the shortest length is just over 
a meter). The five loose pages are of different lengths and as they are unrolled, the 
third page - upon which the narrative begins - gives way to the fourth which 
continues the narrative until it comes to an end on the fifth page. The unrolling 
process needs to be done slowly and carefully. Not only is it necessary to read the 
narrative but all five pages of the scroll have the tendency to roll themselves back 
individually.  
 
As perhaps South Africa‟s foremost maker of Artists‟ Books, it is not surprising that 
Tambellini should explore the scroll. The unrolling of the scroll‟s pages seems 
appropriate to the perambulations of his medieval objects as they trundle along their 
route. Tambellini equates the content of the etchings with the form of the scroll 
pages in another subtle conflation of signs. The very act of unscrolling the work 
reveals the position of the scriddlers along their route and within a specific 
geographic location. The scroll acts as a container of mapped information and also, 
in terms of its own material form, behaves as a map. The medieval nature of both 
the scriddlers and the map-form of a scroll, reveal themselves in a sequential 
manner both forwards and backwards in the same operation as the pages of a book. 
The coverboards in this case become a round container with a flip top which opens 
to reveal its information, like ancient tubular map holders. 
 
In the last two examples I have attempted to give credit to the haptic evolvement of 
page turning in the temporal unfolding of a sequence.  Scrolls are seldom rapidly 
unrolled and read as flip books are seldom scanned on a page by page basis.  I 
have thus argued that the tempo with which a viewer reveals content is often 
imposed by the structural elements of the book and is not simply a product of the 
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„reading rate‟ of the viewer. A second element of my examples above is their purely 
pictorial sequence. Sequences can also be purely textual or even verbal.10 Drucker 
(1995:227) states that Artists‟ Books often explore various usages of language, for 
example the sonoric aspects of language such as rhythm, texture, timing and also 
the visual aspects of the typography. 
 
An example of a South African Artist‟s Book which displays a textual/verbal 
sequence is Joseph Mdwayi‟s Mini Dictionary (detail) (1997).  
 
 

 
 
Mdwayi (also known as „Zem‟) registers11 an „urban township language‟ known as 
Iscamtho (also Isicamtho) in the form of hand-written definitions as they are 
generally used and understood by members of his wider community in Soweto. 
Iscamtho‟s roots lie in the diverse languages spoken in (particularly) urban 
environments. Mdwayi (1997:n.p.) states that “no nationality can claim 
Johannesburg as their own, it belongs to those people who have intermingled for 
years and therefore have their own original language which serves them in 
communication problems”.12 
 

                                                           
10

 Boshoff's „SS’ (c.1980) and Emmett Williams‟ Cellar Song for Five Voices (196?) are examples of verbal or 

oral narrative sequences.  
11

 One aspect of contemporary art making involves what I term „cultural registration‟. This registration takes 
many forms but often includes the appropriation of extant objects of personal or wider cultural importance 
as signifiers of the internal functioning of that culture. I feel that Mdwayi‟s dictionary is an example of such 
registration. 
12

 From the press release of the exhibition Knowledge to the Visitor, Rembrandt van Rijn Art Gallery, 6 - 26 
July 1997. 
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What this registration results in are three A4 soft-cover non-lined mapping books13 in 
which Mdwayi has listed, in alphabetical order, current Iscamtho words and phrases 
and their current accepted meaning. The words reveal a much older „Tsotsitaal‟ 
Afrikaans underneath a more contemporary trend towards a multiplicity of African 
languages. Of this Tshidi Majela (1997:n.p.) states “...[w]e need to understand that 
language is born through social interaction. The language keeps growing as 
communities with different languages interact with each other as people move from 
area to area”. 
 
What Mdwayi realises is the fluid and ever changing nature of language generally 
and Iscamtho in particular. His books will therefore never be complete or 
comprehensive and will, like texts on any language, continually be in need of 
updating, re-investigation and change. Mdwayi writes within columns on each page 
but as a new word comes to light, so it is added by hand and in pen to the ever-
growing list. I argue that these additions help construct an interactive book which, 
while using the literary conventions of the page in the expected manner, exploit the 
visual structural convention. The constant textual additions and changes also 
become a rather graphic metaphor for the ever growing, living aspect of language.  
 
I must now tie up my findings thus far. Both the literary structural and the visual 
spatial conventions of the page have been explored, manipulated and acknowledged 
in the diverse examples I have mentioned above. I make the assumption that each is 
an example of self-consciousness and obviates the need for further elaboration of 
that point. But it is also necessary for me to tie my examples into what I can call the 
operational characteristic of Artists‟ Books. With the exception of Langa and 
Mdwayi‟s books, each example has been hand-made in its entirety (including 
binding). Apart from the Derrick and Tambellini, each book utilises hand-colouring or 
non-printing methods i.e. stencil and spray paint, watercolour, tape, found objects 
and handwritten text and are thus unique one-of-a-kind books. Although the quality 
of the final products is not under question here, both Langa‟s and Mdwayi‟s books 
exploit the cheap mass-produced elements of their purchased books. Tambellini‟s 
book exploits the sculptural object. Payne, Langa, Flynn and Skotnes make specific 
interventions into the literary structural, visual spatial and literal conventions of the 
page while Derrick‟s and Tambellini‟s books manipulate the haptic participation of 
the viewer.   
 
The books which I examine from this point on are enunciated to a greater or lesser 
extent within the conventions of literary structure and visual spatiality by their artists. 
It is, however, my intention to move towards a more specific analysis of the physical 
structural conventions of Artists‟ Books. 
 
 

 

PAPER PLANES? STRUCTURE AND MATERIALITY  
 
In his introductory essay for the catalogue of the exhibition Artists' Books in the 
Ginsberg Collection (1996:4), Jack Ginsberg refers to the long Oxford English 
                                                           
13

 Since they were first exhibited, The Market Theatre Galleries has published a pocket-sized version 
entitled, Zem’s Iscamtho Dictionary (1999) for the Urban Futures 2000 Project. Although I include this 
publication in my thinking as a so-called „democratic multiple‟ it is not this publication to which I refer 
above.  
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Dictionary definition of the term „book‟ in which its materiality is discussed: 

3. gen. A written or printed treatise or series of treatises, occupying several 
sheets of paper or other substance fastened together so as to compose a 
material whole. In this wide sense, referring to all ages and countries, a 
book comprehends a treatise written on any material (skin, parchment, 
papyrus, paper, cotton, silk, palm leaves, bark, tablets of wood, ivory, slate, 
metal, etc.), put together in any portable form, e.g. that of a long roll, or of 
separate leaves, hinged, strung, stitched or pasted together. 

Ginsberg draws attention to the fact that the entry for „book‟ in the OED was written 
by James A. H. Murray in the last quarter of the Nineteenth Century. Murray‟s 
definition has, for the last hundred years, suggested many alternatives to the paper 
support, ironically providing Twentieth Century artists with a way of interrogating the 
very thing Murray was defining. The fact that the vast majority of Artist‟s Book-
makers uses paper underscores its universal appeal and structural convenience and 
adaptability.  
 
As the Artist‟s Book allows the possibility of interrogation and subversion of book 
conventions, choices made around the very materials to be used in a given project 
become interestingly problematised. In this section of my project I seek out 
examples where materials other than paper have been used. 
 
Belinda Blignaut exploits the idea of materiality embodying rites of passage.  
 

    
 
Her work Antibody (1993) is a small square book whose pages are made up of 
acetate photo positives. It is spiral bound onto aluminum covers the front of which is 
partly cut and sutured with nylon. The book is housed in a perspex box. The 
constantly cut, „unhealing‟ material of the front cover of Antibody clearly presents the 
viewer with foreboding. Confronted with an opaque aluminium cover the viewer 
becomes aware of the thin vulnerability of the metal. Whereas Russell Scott (see 
below) emphasises wood‟s bulk and heaviness, Blignaut establishes the opposite. 
Holes are punctured on either side of the cut, which is sutured literally never to heal. 
The viewer becomes aware of the possibility of this cut hiding metaphorically deeper 
wounds layer below layer which the antibodies of the title vainly struggle to heal.  
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On being opened the book presents the first six transparent layers of acetate as 
deepening layers, each with an image of cutting, pricking and suturing. Beneath 
these images is seen a rhyme concerning an Edwardian father named Udgeon who 
“bludgeons his provocative offspring on a Saturday night”. The word „abort‟ appears 
next implying an end (to violence or incest?) A suture and needle appear next before 
the book ends with two black pages, the first with transparent text - repeating the 
word abort - the second with the image of a scalpel. The bleak simplicity of the text 
and images bleeds upwards between the pages possibly signifying the depth of 
wounds and the period of time over which damage is done. Very few books manage 
to integrate the coverboard with the internal pages as successfully as Blignaut has 
done. She achieves this by means of the signification of aluminium and acetate as 
skin and tissue.  
 
If the self-conscious interrogation of the material from which a book is made is 
characteristic of Artists‟ Books, then all other physical determinants are equally 
subject to interrogation. The shape and physical structure of books are obvious 
aspects which artists can manipulate in pursuit of meaning. 
 
I include Russell Scott‟s unique Milk, Milk (1991-2) at this stage in my project as it 
bridges my analysis of the unconventional in both material and physical structure.   
 

   
 
It includes leadwood, steel and paint covers and pages made of copper, brass, 
aluminium, tin and lead. These metals were specifically chosen for their industrial 
importance. Other materials include a plastic ruler, teeth and printing ink. The title 
comes from a rather uncouth English children‟s ditty – „Milk, milk, lemonade, round 
the corner chocolate cake‟ - which refers to the parts of the body from which fluids 
and excreta come. The ditty has an element of daring and the illicit in which a child 
would take private delight. 
 
The book plays with the ideas of danger, illicitness and metamorphosis. It is small 
and thick measuring 17cm high X 14.5cm wide X 8cm deep but as its covers are 
made of leadwood, requiring two solid hinges, it is extremely heavy.  The cover also 
acts like a guillotine as it has a sharp, chevron-painted blade attached to the top of 
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the front coverboard.14 Recessed into the inside front cover of the book are three of 
Scott‟s milk teeth and a small section of his plastic school ruler with the word 
„lemonade‟ silkscreened into it. 
 
The five articulated pages open out into a row and contain images etched or 
engraved onto the metal. The pages are copper, brass, aluminium, tin and raw lead 
with the image of a worm or Shongololo and the words „chocolate cake‟. The 
Shongololo is a metaphor for danger in that, when it is threatened, it curls up. This 
idea of curling up when in danger gave Scott the idea of folding the pages up into a 
spiral with the last page literally held within the middle of the book - the soft lead, 
protected within the coverboards of hard leadwood. The book contains an element of 
self-reflexivity in that, as it folds and closes, so it protects its vulnerable inner 
material. 
 
As much as it is vulnerable, the book is quite clearly a dangerous object, as it is 
heavy and contains a sharp blade. These elements evoke the vulnerability of 
childhood being „caught in the act‟ but also allude to change. The base metals and 
the images and texts they contain expand on the visual allegory with punning, while 
the loss of the innocence of childhood is suggested by the metaphors of lost milk 
teeth and a child‟s school ruler. This book is not only a dangerous object but an 
explication of a rite of passage from innocence to knowledge which is bound into its 
very structural materiality. The physical structure of a book includes an analysis of 
shape, particularly unconventional or non-rectangular shapes. I have earlier 
explored the way in which the physical structure of Tambellini‟s scroll imposes itself 
haptically on the viewer and I will now examine two books whose external shape and 
physical structure directly construct their content.15  
 
Unconventional materials and shapes in Artists‟ Books are often prompted by the 
publication of children‟s books. It is the freedom to insert transparent and shaped 
pages, construct pop-up and pop-down sections and generally alter and upset the 
formal structure and shape of the rectangular paper codex that seems typical of 
interactive children‟s books. The makers of Artists‟ Books have taken many 
interactive aspects of book structure associated with children‟s books and applied 
them to the self-conscious activity of making art. Unusually shaped Artists‟ Books 
are rare in South Africa and it is interesting to note that a square book such as 
Blignaut‟s Antibody is as rare as a circle shaped book of which I have found no 
major South African example.16  
 
 
Perhaps the most important South African shaped book is Philippa Hobbs‟ triangular 
176418 Possible Synoptic Mirages (1981). The pages have been cut through at 

                                                           
14

 Scott had made two other sculptures containing guillotines about the same time as Milk, Milk. These were also 
based on children‟s sayings or ditties which, when construed within an adult context, have their meanings 
changed and become somewhat dangerous, dark and sexual. These are 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10, Coming Ready or 
Not and What Would You do If...?. 
15

 Unusual structural bindings such as dos-à-dos, Jacob‟s ladder and Möbius-strip have been exploited by artists. 
Keith Smith (1994b:229), states that there are four basic types of book constructions: codex, fan, Venetian blind 
and (oriental) fold book. 
16

 Jack Ginsberg has found a few international examples of round books such as Boundless (1983) by David 
Stairs, Susan Allix‟s Faces (18) (1993) and The Arion Press‟s The World is Round (1986).  Bronwyn Marshall 
experimented with a circular book-form as an under graduate at Technikon Witwatersrand in 1998. 
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about three quarters from the bottom of the spine creating a small triangular set of 
pages at the top and a larger quadrilateral set below. 

 
 

 

 
 
The title derives from the number of permutations of images which can be made by 
opening different sections of the book onto one another. Hobbs studied at the 
Philadelphia College of Art under tutors trained in the virtuoso multi-plate colour 
intaglio techniques of master printmaker Stanley William Hayter. This experience 
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was translated into a number of works, including books, between 1980 and 1982. 
 
Gregory Kerr (1993:3) terms the imagery of these early books as “decorative 
formalism”, which was typical of Hobbs‟ prints at the time. What Kerr (1993:3) fails to 
take cognisance of, however, was the book as anything other than a convenient 
container of “a virtual lexicon of intaglio processes, using everything from drypoint 
and spit-bite to chine collé”. Of great importance is the choice of the book as a 
vehicle for formal interrogations of space, interrelations and sequences as a new 
matrix in which to present a body of formally static prints. Of greater importance to 
my project, however, is the fact that the book is shaped. What is not acknowledged 
in the literature is that its appearance as an artwork at this time became one of the 
seminal moments in the genesis of artists‟ books in this country. 
  
Hobbs states17 that the title not only alludes to the page permutations but the 
broader meaning of the word „synoptic‟, in both art and meteorological terms of 
reference. The title is a metaphor of the artistic conditions and strategies 
investigated by Hobbs in the form of sequential prints. It is a synopsis of the art 
world of her experience. At the start of the 1980s Hobbs was confronted, for the first 
time, with a semiotics prompting her to find new ways of conceiving and presenting 
her work. She had been working on a number of small triangular-shaped multiplate 
etchings titled the Shark Fin and Mirage Series (1980) and these shapes, along with 
an interest in the sign, led her to explore weather and climatological systems as 
signs for her broader art experience. The triangular shaped book become a way of 
undermining the aesthetic of the singular, static and elevated print so typical of the 
„decorative formalism‟ of the late 1970s.  
 
The systematic paging through the book reveals the possibility of 176418 synopses, 
each a temporary illusion, fluctuating, changing and disappearing with the turning of 
each page-part. The congruence between metaphors can only be this successful in 
the form of a shaped book. The shaped book seems to have great resonance for 
Hobbs and I must pursue the issue of „shape constructing content‟ more closely. A 
structural derivative of the fold book is the accordion or concertina-fold. These, 
describes Drucker (1995:140,142)  

have the advantage of creating a seamless continuous surface which is 
broken up into discrete, page-like units. This allows the work to have the 
uninterrupted flow of a scroll while also functioning as a book whose pages 
and openings can be accessed at any point in the sequence. ...[or] its 
continuous surface can be used in imitation of the codex's discrete pages. 

 
A work which equates shaped external structure directly with content through the 
promotion of a two-fold continuous reading is Sue Williamson‟s A Tale of Two 
Cradocks (1994).  
 

                                                           
17

 From an interview (Hobbs. P., Johannesburg: August 1997). 
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This book is constructed from colour laser prints from a tourist brochure of the 
(white) town of Cradock. Running concurrently and contrasted with images and text 
are details of the lives of the so-called Cradock Four (Matthew Goniwe, Sparrow 
Mkonto, Fort Calata, Sicelo Mhlawuli), their families and ordinary folk from the black 
township of Lingelihle. Williamson states18 that Lingelihle is not mentioned in the 
tourist brochure, as if it, and its inhabitants, do not exist and the murders of the 
Cradock Four did not happen. These images are housed in wooden and Perspex 
frames and hinged together so that the book can unfold to a length of four metres 
and be hung on a wall. 
 
Williamson‟s work self-consciously sets itself against those books, brochures and 
tracts which purport to carry information on Cradock‟s social structure, its history and 
in fact its segregated reality. She forces the viewer to consider a revisionist reading 
of the place as a potential geographic and social unity (both White town and Black 
township) unlike that which has historically been the case. The book‟s discrete units 
are used to promote the reality of Cradock and Lingelihle‟s fundamental 
separateness. Using a physical structure similar to those employed by Agam and 
other Op artists of the seventies, Williamson uses the right hand pages/frames to 
present the tourist brochure‟s „reality‟ of Cradock and the left hand pages/frames to 
present the story of the people of Lingelihle.  
 
Books are usually manipulated and enlivened by the participation of a reader who 
holds the book and turns the pages, and in this case the reader-turned-viewer is 
equally important to the reading. By standing to the left of the work, the viewer is 
able to isolate the Cradock narrative. Likewise by standing to the right, the Lingelihle 
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 From an interview (Williamson, S., Cape Town: 30 April 1996). 
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narrative is isolated. By standing in the center the viewer unifies the work and 
engages in the conflict of representing the communities as a single entity. The fact 
that this work was created in 1994, the year of South Africa‟s first democratic 
elections, amplifies the importance of the movement of the viewer in making tangible 
the hope of social and interpersonal unification expressed in the work.  
 
The accordion-fold structure of the work allows Williamson to both acknowledge the 
reality of separateness and also transcend this separateness. Williamson‟s book 
structure becomes a succinct metaphor for South Africa‟s socio-political reality. It is 
not surprising that the prevalence of a Utopian vision in many significant precursors, 
examined previously, should find expression in a contemporary South African Artist‟s 
Book. Many books make claims to forms of Utopian or ideal visions. Many of these 
are presented in the form of cheap mass-produced books, tracts or leaflets and are 
rather openly called „democratic multiples‟. In terms of my project, these objects 
present problems of categorisation and definition. I will briefly explore this issue as 
many Artists‟ Books lay claim to being both „democratic‟ and „multiple‟. 
 
 
ARTISTS‟ BOOKS AND THE PUBLIC DOMAIN: THE PROBLEM OF THE 
„DEMOCRATIC MULTIPLE‟. 
 
The mechanically produced book is a product of mechanised typesetting and 
casting, high-speed presses and industrial paper making of the second half of the 
Nineteenth Century. It is, however, only after World War II that photographic and 
printing technologies in the United States and Europe made a „democratic multiple‟ 
truly possible. In the Twentieth Century, Fluxus ephemera and mail art established 
the idea “that art was in everything and was accessible in a way that art in a gallery 
was not” (Bury 1995:17). Coupled with this idea was the possibility of an artist 
creating books through means directly under their control. These factors facilitated a 
rise of the cheap multiple presenting artists with an opportunity to explore what 
Drucker (1995:70) describes as “the liberatory and transformative power of art and a 
desire to communicate this conviction by non-traditional methods”. 
 
Lucy Lippard (in Lyons 1985:46) writing in 1974 points to a specific difficulty 
democratic multiples have in functioning as successfully as their open status would 
like them to. Problems cited were that they are typically self-published and therefore 
without any organised system of distribution; are rarely reviewed and are not a 
fundable category for organisations giving grants; thus they have difficulty finding 
their place in the art world. In her essay written ten years later Lippard was 
concerned that such books had remained a novelty, a curiosity on the edge of the 
field where the audience was baffled by their often esoteric and complex conceptual 
terms. Thus a paradox was caused in the relation between artistic vision and the 
ideal of the transformative and liberatory effects on consciousness within the body 
politic. The democratic nature of such books seemed to be undermined by their very 
existence and operation. They could only escape this impasse if the artist, in 
Lippard's view, politicised the lived experience of the audience through the 
presentation of critical insights into real life, circumstances or conditions in which 
people existed (Drucker 1995:80). 
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Given the many and conflicting views of the type,19 I will describe an ideal 
„democratic multiple‟ thus: a book whose making is solely controlled by the artist; is 
cheaply produced (hence usually small or modest in size and bulk); uses offset, 
Xerox or other photostatic means (thus usually appearing in black and white); and is 
in as large an edition as possible. It would contain personal views which the artist 
might wish to disseminate or use for purposes of proselytization and could be 
controversial or subversive in nature. The means of distribution is also important as 
democratic multiples must be able to float freely within a community. They would be 
available at outlets for books and music CD stores, clubs, centres of cultural activity 
such as museums, theatres and craft shops as well as educational institutions. They 
should be freely available on the street and be disseminated by hand. 
 
A South African work which, purports to be a „democratic multiple‟ is Kendell Geers‟ 
Argot. The Way Art is Going (1995). 
 

 
 

I include it here as an example of the difficulties experienced by artists in producing 
and distributing such material. Argot is commercially produced using offset 
lithography on coated stock and simply bound in an edition of five hundred of which 
thirty contain a signed printed „multiple‟. The book presents Geers‟ contemporary 
work and ideas along with informative details such as publications in which his work 
appears and a biography. Argot, like Iscamtho, is a form of slang, used and 
understood by the masses. Here Geers attempts to use the language of the 
„democratic multiple‟ in the belief that the form of the message might present his 
ideas as „slang‟ whose aesthetic operations would be understandable to all. 
  
What we have here, of course is an unrealisable utopian ideal. The book succeeds 
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 The first to describe the „Democratic Multiple‟ was, however, Lucy Lippard. In The Artist's Book Goes Public (in 
Lyons 1985:45-48) she cited inexpensive price, modest format, ambitious scope along with the book as a fragile 
vehicle for weighty hopes and ideals. For an account of its rise as a type and problematic notions of it defining 
early Artists‟ Books, see Drucker‟s The Myth of the Artist's Book as a Democratic Multiple in Art Papers, Vol. 21, 
Nov/Dec 1997, p.10-13. 
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in presenting a personal view in a relatively cheap and accessible manner, but it is 
not successful as a true democratic multiple. Drucker (1997:10) states:  

The history of artist‟s book publishing is strewn with the failures of this 
project in aesthetic, political and economic terms, while haunted by a 
rhetoric that only the democratic multiple can save artists‟ books from the 
charge of elitism. 

Argot is too slick, too well printed and contains colour plates. It lacks the look and 
feel of the cheaply produced multiple and is ultimately the elitist document 
democratic multiples wish to push against.  
 
One of the few truly successful multiples which have forced themselves into the 
South African public domain is Andrew Putter and Leonard Shapiro‟s Dancing With 
the Machines (1992).  
 

    
 
 

The book, in an edition of 350, was produced in conjunction with their exhibition at 
the Baxter Gallery, Cape Town in April 1992. The artists gained the sponsorship of 
XeraTech and exploited their Xerox machine to the full while exploring the 
association between business and the arts and the harmony between creativity and 
technology. The resulting book does not comment or make a statement about the 
harmonious relationship between creativity and technology, its existence is a 
relationship, and the book operates as the very tangible construction of the 
intentionality to do so.  
 
Putter is well known in Cape Town for his organisation of social gatherings, art 
events and happenings.20 In order to advertise these events he produces multiples 
for the public domain which, although selling advertising space with which to raise 
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 Putter was responsible for curating the Gay Art Party/Performance The Twinkly Sea which attracted artists 

from all over South Africa to Cape Town. The organisers of the parties are called the Mother City Queer Project. 
The 1994 theme was The Locker Room Project; 1995, The Secret Garden Project; 1996 The Twinkly Sea; and 
1997 was The Shopping Trolley Project. 
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funds, operate as artworks at the intersection between art, commerce and social 
gathering. Given the „alternative spaces‟21 within which such objects often appear I 
feel that a closer examination of one such „alternative space‟ is necessary.  
 
 
THE „ALTERNATIVE SPACE‟ AS PAGE: EXHIBITIONS AND HYPERSPACE 
 
Belinda Blignaut‟s exhibitions are often accompanied by her Books.22 Although they 
vary greatly in size, material, method of production and edition size, these books 
attempt to deconstruct the elitist and finite aspects of an exhibition which are fixed 
into specific periods of time and locations. Blignaut‟s books democratise the 
exhibition by breaking its finitude, rendering it infinite within the temporality of a 
book. The book as conceptual space can also exploit the notion of exhibition and 
site in that Artists‟ Books can operate as a site for the exhibiting of work which does 
not exist beyond the confines of that book.  
 
Mark Attwood‟s The Artist‟s Press in conjunction with Fig Gallery has published two 
such exhibition sites; GIF 1 (1993) and GIF 2 (1994).  
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 Before leaving the issue of the „democratic multiple‟ I would remind the reader of Hulde Uit 1970 (1970) which 
Phil du Plessis included as an addendum to the final edition of Wurm 12. It seems in all aspects (it was typed 
and roneod, with personal, subversive content and distributed cheaply through the mail to all their subscribers) 
to qualify as a fine example of a democratic multiple and I would thus like to argue a case for the longevity of 
South African democratic multiples. Springing from a tradition of subversive questioning which Wurm believed 

to be its (democratic) right during a time when such rights were brutally undermined, the „democratic multiple‟ 
presents itself as, possibly, the first form of Artist‟s Book in South Africa.  
22

 Antibody was produced for the exhibition of the same name at the Everard Read Contemporary Gallery in 
1993; „I Never Heard of Uglification’, Alice Ventured to Say was produced for the State of the Art exhibition 
Everard Read Contemporary Gallery in 1994 and Dirty Lives was produced in conjunction with Charl Blignaut, 
Robert Vermeulen, Philip Hunt and Mallory de Kock for the Visible Traces exhibition at the Rembrandt van Rijn 
Art Gallery, 14 April - 4 May 1996. 
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These books were constructed as collaboration with a number of artists23 who each 
made a work specifically for them. The artists contributed to a unique exhibition 
which exists only within the conceptual space of the books' pages. Both books 
conflate the role of the exhibition catalogue with the exhibition itself. Instead of 
reproductions of the works (typical of a catalogue which can do nothing but 
represent) the works themselves exist within the format of an exhibition catalogue.24 
 
Given the ever-widening role of the Artist‟s Book, it is vital for me to examine the 
Artist‟s Book as electronic or digital information. Computers, in truly exploiting an 
alternative (digital) space as page, ask the viewer to consider some perplexing 
questions. I will deal with some of these questions in my exploration into digital 
Artists‟ Books. Obviously, digital information operates differently from tangible 
printed matter. Texts and images exist as binary code on the hard drive or on a disc 
and are processed within the CPU chip or microprocessor. The processor de-
encrypts the code into imagery which is simply demonstrated electronically on the 
monitor screen. The discrete parts of a conventional book: paper, ink, coverboards, 
binding glue, etc. do not make or represent the book but simply act as stages within 
the process of becoming a book. Similarly, hard and software, digital information and 
electricity become nothing more than the equivalent bits and pieces of a traditional 
book which, in themselves, are meaningless but together constitute a reality. In 
these terms, the flow of digital information and the perplexing questions about the 
„bookness‟ of digital works begin to fall away.  
 
Computer discs are a logical technological equivalent of the industrially generated 
book. They contain information, neatly and safely housed within covers; are easily 
defaced or destroyed; transportable; and easily accessed by those who understand 
the language. In the conventional and the digital book we have two congruent forms 
of storage and retrieval, both of which have to be operated haptically. Of this 
congruence, Drucker (1995:156) states that,  

[i]t is clear that certain conventions of the codex form - hierarchical 
organization of information, some indexing and access devices - will find 
their simulacral equivalent in the electronic „book‟. It is also evident that 
there will be new paradigms and parameters to the ordering, structuring, 
and experiencing of books as technologies facilitate new patterns of thought 
and creativity. 
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 The artists who contributed to GIF 1 were Kendell Geers, Barend de Wet, Jo Ractliffe, Brett Murray, Durant 

Sihlali, Nicky Blumenfeld, David Koloane, Bonita Alice, Jeffrey Lok, Joachim Schönfeldt, Mark Edwards, Kagiso 
Mautloa, Minnette Vári, Penny Mobsby and Robert Weinek. The contributers to GIF 2 were Lauren Arnott, 
Wayne Barker, Kim Berman, Lisa Brice, Elza Botha, Guy du Toit, Kendell Geers, Tamar Mason, Kagiso Mautloa, 
Theresa-Ann Mackintosh, Tshidi Malesa, Martha Madiba, David Phoshoko, Ranko Pudi, Jo Ractliffe, Durant 
Sihlali, Helena Wessels and Sue Williamson. 
24

 Books as exhibition sites continue a Twentieth Century tradition consisting of early examples such as El 
Lissitzky‟s Kunstismes, Kandinsky‟s Der Blaue Reiter and many others. They exploit one of the major reasons 
why the book became so popular during the rise of conceptual art in the 1960s and 1970s, viz. the book‟s ability 
to operate outside of the formal gallery or exhibition space. Allied to this was the book‟s ability (also in the form of 
a democratic multiple) to confront a wider audience, a desire on the part of artists who have historically exploited 
its ability to achieve such ends.  
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Michele Sohn‟s codex (1996) is a digital book written in code and presented on three 
monitors, mounted slightly above a viewers head, one meter apart and visually 
disassociated from CPUs, keyboards or any other trace of the electronic source. 
 

 
 
Sohn‟s title, codex, plays with the fact that the work is digitally written in code and 
presented as a book but with the irony that, although it can never operate as a 
traditional codex, it none the less presents images and texts on discrete „pages‟ of 
an electronic codex. 
 
Codex is a dark narrative based on Sohn‟s personal experience. Emotive words and 
close-up images of parts of the body flash systematically across left and right 
screen, the central monitor remains blank, there is no sound, and the monitors are 
aloof and high on a blank wall. The viewer reads the book as a narrative of personal 
and bodily alienation, facilitated by means of alienated materials. Sohn thus presents 
a cynical view of technology as an alienated and dehumanising carrier of life 
experience expressed as a silent dialogue of images and text. Here the alternative 
digital space as page has been powerfully opened up and its potential revealed by 
Sohn for any artists who works with a digital definition of the book arts.  
 
In order to conclude this section, it is necessary to acknowledge some of this 
„potential‟. An example of the interaction between book artists and digital processing 
is the exploration of the Artist‟s Book as archive, as it is within the nature of such 
processing to order the information necessary within an archive. The file organiser of 
every personal computer is a diagrammatic scheme of archival material kept in the 
R(andom) A(ccess) M(emory). Its files and folders can be manipulated, cut-and-
pasted into other files and folders and linked as a string into hypertext25 where 
others may contribute or alter the work if it is located at an internet web site.  
 
Margot Lovejoy's (1992:12) argument that technology is the most powerful force 
affecting, what she calls, “cultural life today”, is based on the notion that hypertext 
changes the experience of reading and ultimately the nature of what is read. This is 
achieved by changing the ease with which one pursues meaning within a context of 
individual references. She (1992:12) argues that hypertext allows for 
“multisequential reading” facilitated through a series of linked interactive text blocks 
offering different pathways into and through a topic. The computer „sees‟ images 
digitally and stores them as binary information in the same way as it stores text and 
sound. Lovejoy (1992:9) states that with the existence in the same place of imagery, 
text and sound information, new possibilities for media combinations have direct 
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 I use the term „hypertext‟ here to refer to non-sequential writing and reading where a computer creates 

interconnected webs of information which are able to link texts, network them and create connecting paths and 
nodes. Blocks of text can be linked to digitized imagery and video. Thus Roland Barthes saw hypertext as a 
metaphor for Postmodernism (cited in MCBA 1992:12). 
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implications for all disciplines.26 The computer has made redundant the darkroom 
needed for the making of printing plates and along with laser scanners and printers 
has revolutionised the printing industry. Books, which circumvented the gallery 
system in the 1960s, can now be transformed into hypertext links, circumventing 
temporal and spatial boundaries and becoming potentially accessible and public and 
perhaps even democratic.27 
 
I would like to end the chapter by acknowledging a particularly controversial area of 
activity. 
 
 
ALTERED BOOKS AND OBJECTS  
 
An Altered Book can be defined as a work in which an existing (or found) book has 
been used, manipulated and structurally altered by an artist. Within Book Arts 
literature, this category of objects has proven controversial and contentious, 
particularly when termed and seen to operate as Artists‟ Books. Their 
contentiousness lies in their lack of originality and the fact that the artist was not 
engaged in the making of the original work. Another argument which sees Altered 
Books as problematic is based on the fact that many works cease to be read and 
therefore cease to function as books.  
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 Hypertext claims to undermine notions of hierarchy and individual discreet work in favour of a „democratic 
centre‟ whereby metatext links increase into infinity. This apparently facilitates dialogue in which no one 
discourse or ideology dominates. It changes relations between author and reader as a reader now has a choice 
between many options. Lovejoy (1992:14) states that electronic non-sequential writing has affected the 
production and reception of books in that electronic media promotes new perspectives on aesthetic experience 
and artistic production. In reality, however, this accessible democracy is available only to those already 
possessing more than basic literacy skills. There is an ever rapidly widening divide between the minority of global 
village dwellers possessing fundamental and technological literacy and the majority who have little access to 
either. Computer hypermedia facilitates this split! Far from the democracy of „no one discourse or ideology 
dominating‟ the reverse is true in a most powerful way. For further discussion on the split between electronic and 
traditional literacy see Patricia Carlson in Herfort, C. Whither the Book? Bookways, Vol. 3, April 1992, p.4, and 
Sanders 1995.  
27

 For an analysis of the relationship between computers and Artists‟ Books see Betty Bright‟s, „From Hot Metal 
to Hypermedia: Computers and the Artist‟s Book‟ in Off the Shelf and On-line (MCBA 1992:29-53). In „Creating 
the Last Book to Hold All Others‟, The New York Times, 9 April 1998, Christopher Lehmann-Haupt reported on a 
digital breakthrough in which theoretically all books could be housed within a single book. He reported thus:  
 

The key to this book is something called electronic ink, or e-ink, which can be applied to the page 
from within instead of by a press. Being developed by Joseph Jacobson, an assistant professor at 
MIT, with the backing of Things That Think and News in the Future, two business consortia of some 
seventy five companies, this e-ink consists of microscopic spheres, each about forty microns in 
diameter, or about half the thickness of a piece of paper. Each sphere is half black and half white. 
These spheres can be applied by the millions to paper and then flipped over electronically to either 
their black sides or their white sides to produce what looks like a traditional printed page. As 
envisioned at the Media Lab, the book pages will each have fine wires carrying electricity to flip the 
dots in the direction of a computer concealed in the bookbinding. The user will scroll through a list 
of book titles displayed on the book‟s spine. If the user selects “Ulysses,” the computer will make 
the text appear on the book‟s pages by flipping the appropriate spheres to their black or white 
sides. As the capacity of the book's memory grows, whole libraries may be installed. Jacobson 
foresees being able to store the entire U.S. Library of Congress, whose holdings number more than 
17 million volumes. A user might also be able to assemble a book from multiple sources to fit 
special needs. Illustrations might be animated. E-ink could also make it possible to receive 
broadcasts that typeset themselves to create instant newspaper. Yet the book would still have the 
familiar advantages of a book, Jacobson says. You could unplug its power and carry it anywhere. 
The display would be designed to sense the presence of a stylus, or pen, so that you could 
underline or write notes on it. You might even be able to dog-ear the book. 
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Drucker (1995:14) excludes them on the basis that many “belong more to the world 
of sculpture...they may function as icons of book-ness or book identity, but not 
provide an experience associated with books themselves” (my italics). Clive Phillpot 
(in Eaton 1991:38) shares this view. He decries the atavistic tendencies of Book-
Objects as celebrating only bookishness and a denial of a book‟s function. He sees 
this as the fetishisation of the form of the book which “may also be an antiliterate 
gesture, an escape into the image of this demanding medium”. What am I to make of 
these views? Many examples of Artists‟ Books are impossible to read, thereby 
highlighting only their „bookness‟. Others are bound closed, or, in the case of Willem 
Boshoff, bound open but without a key for deciphering the text. Perhaps another way 
through the debate is to highlight the common acceptance of appropriation as 
fundamentally post-modern.  In these terms, an argument could be made for their 
admissibility as valuable explorations of a category of Artists‟ Books. An act of 
appropriation (of an existing book and its content) would see this contentiousness as 
limiting and unhelpful. In terms of the relationship between the altered object and the 
original book, Buzz Spector cites Susan Stewart‟s idea (in Eaton 1991:38) that, 

the further the object is removed from its use value, the more abstract it 
becomes and the more multivocal is its referentiality. The elegiac sensibility 
that infuses so many alterations of conventional books gains some portion 
of its resonance from the inherent futility of such singular transformations 
considered against the ubiquity of the edition. The book is always 
partial...[o]nly the text is total.  

I now examine a book-object and two altered books, each bringing a unique 
instructive element to the controversy. Pippa Skotnes‟ book-object Divining Switch 
Book (1996) consists of a bone onto which eight strips of cut paper have been 
attached. Each contains an account of San cosmological beliefs. The bone also 
supports text and is bound with a leather thong and a button.  
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Although the texts can be read in a formal linear way, the book is meant to be „read‟ 
by activation as a performance; a kind of dynamic pantextualism if you will. 
Traditionally, the divining switch was used by the shaman during trance dances and 
in curing and other rituals of spiritual and social importance. Skotnes uses the text 
as a visible trace of a system of belief, activated as a container of potency through 
not only its use but also its presence as a numinous object during ritual activity.28 
 
Skotnes exploits the switch (a conceptual container and facilitator of spiritual and 
political power) as a book in which the visible traces of text represent the concrete 
invisible spiritual texts released during ritual activity. By the act of reading the text on 
the switch‟s eight „pages‟ Skotnes attempts to activate and dispense knowledge of 
San belief systems just as she has in her other books, prints and essays. I would 
argue then that Skotnes attempts to bring equal metaphysical weight to bear on 
objects from very different cultures and times by presenting an object as a revisionist 
discourse.  
 
To close this chapter I consider the important reflexive (referring always to an 
original) and self-conscious power of two examples of Altered Books.  A work which 
develops powerfully from the (con)text of the original is Robyn Sassen‟s Identity Text 
(1996).  

   
 
Sassen uses her own passport, onto various pages of which are attached self-
sealing plastic bags containing nail clippings and eyebrow hairs. Other pages 
contain rubber stamp, linocut or laser print text insertions, wax and collage. Sassen 
is concerned with cultural and political identity in book-form and has researched 
extensively into the nature of the dompas and the identity markings of holocaust 
victims. For her, the keeping of ones identity in an official document whose legality, 
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 Blundell (1993:59) argues that the switch is a visible symbol; decorated in order to differentiate between 
divination switches and ordinary fly whisks (1993:58); a location for the ancestors (1993:57); a symbol of both 
ritual and political power (1993:56); a symbol of potency in its own right and the power of the ritual-specialist 
(1993:55); a source of potency (1993:54) with its ability to facilitate transworld communications (1993:50), 
mediate between this world and the ancestors (1993:49) and take the ritual-specialist to the world of the 
ancestors (1993:49).  
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processes and content belong outside the control of the one being identified seems 
to oppose autobiography. The very form of the book - its size, generic 
recognisability, „convenience‟ and the officialdom of which it speaks - demonstrates 
the power which such a small object embodies and by, implication, the lack of power 
of one who does not possess it.29 Sassen questions the taxonomy of what it is that 
constitutes identity. She attempts to reclaim her identity through, what I can only 
describe as, an autobiographical gesture, by inserting abject bodily and other 
fragments representative of the self.30  By dipping the pages of the document in 
beeswax, Sassen represents „herself‟ as „dead skin‟ while her photograph 
transmogrifies into something semi-destroyed, alien and unrecognisable.  In this way 
Sassen identifies ways in which she has personally been seen as, and declared as 
Jewish - the „other‟. The use of official stamps found in identity documents is 
exploited in this regard. Sassen stamps the word „other‟ and „jew‟, „zhid‟ onto pages, 
words which reduce Sassen to a category of „otherness‟. Sassen refers to Walter 
Benjamin‟s notion of Jews never being at home in the world, always being in exile, 
and thus questions the true identity of being an exiled Jew. By altering the original 
passport Sassen implies that the standard information of the original is neither 
sufficient as a representation of the self nor adequate as a carrier of identity. She 
questions, in these terms, the usefulness of such a document. By altering it and 
subverting its status, she renders it officially useless. Sassen self-consciously 
advances a case for her Altered Book‟s status as a meaningful and accessible „text 
of true identity‟, rather than as statistical and photographic „evidence‟.  
 
Finally, a very different Altered Book demonstrates no less an awareness of the 
power of the original book as a potential carrier of cultural meaning. In Wild Thing 
(1994)  
 

 
                                                           
29

 From an interview (Sassen, R., Johannesburg: 11 January 1998).  
30

 Elements through which a physical body might be identified. 
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Jenny Stadler uses acrylic paint, collage and found objects in order to alter a volume 
of Archie comics. The book fits into a case of boxwood onto which has been fixed 
wooden shards, sequins, and a Perspex lid. The entire work has been painted with 
acrylic. 
 
Wild Thing borrows from Tom Phillips‟ A Humument (1966) in that much of the 
original words and imagery are obliterated in such a way as to create a new and 
altogether more unusual and interesting object. The work stresses new relationships 
between original comic and the deletions (which are ironically facilitated by the 
addition of paint). Relationships thus occur between the original flat printed surface 
and the thick coloured paint; between these and the alien (yet equally flatly printed) 
collage elements. These relationships construct an object which is not only unique 
within the ubiquity of an edition, but demands that the reader become involved in a 
complex decoding of signs. 
 
There is a gaudiness about both book and containing box. The materials are cheap 
and the entire work has a sense of the disposability of pulp trash. Stadler‟s 
alterations, however, emphasise the object as new, different and unique, the very 
antithesis of disposability. Stadler‟s subversion is humorous, quick and playful, yet 
profound. While shifting between alteration and original matrix, the viewer is 
confronted and detained by new relationships between subject and content. 
Mediated through flux, shift and disclosure, we are confronted with a new reality, 
bound into elements of difference, an object totally and happily at odds with its 
original form.31 
 
The Artist‟s Book represents other categories of intention such as the documentation 
of an activity, a personal or private document etc. It is clear that, although there is no 
such thing as a definitive Artist‟s Book, or a possible definition of such an object, the 
activity of Artist‟s Book-makers forcibly declares the presence of the book as a 
multivalent and powerful container of aesthetic functions, cultural operations, formal 
conceptions and metaphysical spaces.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
31

 If Duchamp brought the idea of „happy‟ or „unhappy‟ into his work with the creation of Unhappy Readymade 

(1919) a geometry textbook hung out on a Paris balcony until it was destroyed by wind and rain, (see. 
D‟Harnoncourt & McShine 1973:288-289) then Stadler has created a seriously happy altered book. 
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CONCLUDING NOTE 

 
This research has afforded me an opportunity to come to terms with the pantextual 
relationship of images and texts in both the field of Artist‟s Book and within my own 
work. I have also made a case through a number of international and local 
significant precursors to describe themes and characteristics of Artists‟ Books in the 
absence of any embracing or acceptable definition. 
 
The publications Wurm and Izwi proved to be sources for activities which would 
develop into Artists‟ Books in this country. In particular, Wurm proved to be a 
remarkable publication, offering me huge challenges yet wide scope to forge a link 
not only with Willem Boshoff but directly with later Artists‟ Books.  There is every 
reason to believe that the last publication, Wurm 12 (1970) produced the first 
example of an Artist‟s Book in South Africa.  
 
I have attempted to show that Willem Boshoff stands as a pivotal figure in the field 
and that his 370 Day Project (1982) is an example of pantextual reading within the 
form of a sculptural Artist‟s Book. In the work of Willem Boshoff I have found a rich 
mine of conceptual as well as structural difference. His work challenges the very 
notion of the book as something to be held, manipulated and indeed read. This 
challenge to the conventions of the Book Arts in general and the conventional 
understanding of the book made by an artist in this country proves insightful to the 
possible future of the field. 
 
This project has also given me an opportunity to define my own working processes, 
themes and strategies within a broad pantextual area and with Artists‟ Books in 
particular. 


