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A BRIEF HISTORY OF SIGNIFICANT PRECURSORS OF INTERNATIONAL 
ARTISTS’ BOOKS 
 

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

 
                                                                            Jaroslav Andël 1989:6 

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

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

   

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

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

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

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

                                                           
3
 From this point in my project I will refer to Mitchell‟s term „pantextualism‟ as a major element of my research. 

This term will broadly cover and define what I describe as a „unity‟ or „synthesis‟ of text and image. In these terms, 
I use the term „pantextuality‟ when referring to a „slippage‟ which breaks down separation or when referring to an 
intermedial object or relationship. Broadly speaking, I identify „pantextualism‟ to illustrate textuality which [also] 
operates graphically and is [also] pictorial in nature, while pictorial elements [also] operate as texts and can be 
read as such.   
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claim that some readers visualise and that some texts encourage…mental 
imaging.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 
 

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

binding was integral to success. 
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Morris‟ collaboration with Emery Walker helped consolidate this integration.  Drucker 
(1995:28) states that Walker‟s  
 

interest in early printed books complemented Morris‟s passion for 
manuscripts and helped to clarify the distinction between an interest in 
the decorative elements of book work and the full, integrated, design of a 
page and book. 

 
Morris‟s essay The Ideal Book stressed qualities of tight spacing, legibility, blackness 
of ink, purity of paper and an architectural sense of structure spread over facing 
pages and not as single sheets. Drucker (1995:30) refers to these qualities as a 
“passionate artistic vision, not just a commercial or rational engagement with 
production”.8 Morris seems to exploit a technically unsophisticated post Industrial 
Revolution aesthetic in producing finely hand-crafted books. This demonstrates an 
element of social consciousness in both design and production and thus his desire to 
affect and change the lives of people. His single authorship of all aspects of book-
production and the appropriation of historical and other elements are vital pointers 
towards later artist‟s book practice. 
 

I feel it necessary to consolidate my thinking at this stage and reiterate the major 
points. In their different ways both Blake and Morris worked outside of the 
bookmaking conventions of their day. Both controlled the entire process from design 
through printing to binding; both made the page a self-conscious space. For Blake it 
was in his pantextualism while for Morris, self-consciousness lay in the distinction 
between an interest in the decorative elements of book work and the full integrated 
design of a page and book.  
 
Both artists exploited technical and graphic conceits in order to call attention to the 
conventions by which, through constant exposure, a book normally neutralises its 
identity. Drucker (1995:161) describes this as a book‟s theoretical operation of 
enunciation by which attention is called to its own processes and structure.  
 
I have made a tentative case for the manner in which both artists achieve this and 
thus make self-reflexivity the medium of this enunciation. 
 
From this point in my project I will take it for granted that the key elements of self-
consciousness and reflexivity are inherent in the reading of the remaining significant 
precursors. I will not badger the reader with what is explicit to my project. It remains 
for me to flesh out the manner in which each artist enunciates the conceits and 
conventions of book production.  
 
I have chosen Stéphane Mallarmé (1842 - 1898) in that he is not a conventional 

                                                           
8
 There is also an important political agenda to Morris‟ stress on craftsmanship. Morris‟s efforts at Kelmscott 

Press founded in 1890 - the year which marked his break with the Socialist League - must be seen in the sobering 
context of post Industrial Revolution effects on the labour force and hand-craftsmanship.  It would be a mistake to 
see his work only outside of a socialist context. His sympathies with the conditions under which the working 
classes had to work in terms of mass-industrialisation developed an impetus for aesthetic and craft practices of 
the pre-industrial craft guilds. In these terms, the books of William Morris can to be seen as forerunners of a 
branch of more contemporary Artists‟ Books which exploit, not only qualities of the Fine Press and appropriations 
of styles and visual mannerisms of another period or culture but also political and / or propagandistic content. 
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visual artist. This affords me the opportunity of analysing a book which has a visuality 
which is primarily pictorial despite this visuality being text-based.  
 
For Mallarmé (in Drucker 1995:34) 
 

[t]his idea for 'The Book' is not rooted in a psychological function for the 
artist, nor a cultural function for the writer. Instead, „The Book‟ functions 
as a metaphysical investigation which focuses on the possibility that form 
(in the most abstract and philosophical sense) might be realised through 
„The Book‟. 
 

Mallarmé was convinced that the spaces of a book could become invested with a far 
more complex structure than he had up to then experienced. They could become “the 
divine and intricate organism required by literature” (Drucker 1996:36). This 
conviction denies the conventional layout of the book with its „eternally unbearable 
columns‟ and makes manifest a text with units scattered about in an ornamental but 
integral fashion. Mallarmé‟s notion that „everything exists to become a Book‟ is bound 
up in the philosophical concept of a form of representation which would be equal to 
the full expression of the world. Like William Blake, his belief that „The Book‟ would 
provide a link between the mortal and the divine through reading, contemplation and 
engagement extends the metaphor into the realm of spiritual faith.   
 
Because a book‟s form has the capacity to establish, what Mallarmé would call, some 
„nameless system of relationships‟, its true strength could be realised. In his Un Coup 
de Dés Jamais N'Abolira le Hasard (1914)9 the poetic text becomes integral with its 
placement, movement and symphonic orchestration through the space of the book. 
As in Blake‟s The Book of Urizen unity of text and lyrical space become a visual 
metaphor for sound, movement, „the divine and intricate organism‟, the shattering of 
the page as a static field. The poem‟s interpenetration of visual and verbal signs, its 
evocative disruption of linear text with dynamic interplay of type forms, line 
arrangement and white space, signaled a revolution in the perception of the printed 
page.   
 
This altered space naturally had implications for the reader which Hubert (1988a:4) 
describes as having to, “become accomplices (with the poet) in deciphering and 
taking responsibility [for] the text”. 
 
 

                                                           
9
 This, Mallarmé‟s final poem, was first published in 1897 in the British periodical Cosmopolis, a year before his 

death. The poet‟s death prevented the immediate publication of the work, along with Redon‟s four interpretative 
drawings in book form, until 1914. 
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By dismantling the barriers between outside phenomena and inner experience, 
between event and ornamentation, Mallarmé, like contemporaries Baudelaire and 
Rimbaud, attempted the breakdown of the mimetic illustration of texts. After all, the 
minimal anecdotal and descriptive passages in avant-garde poetry hardly lent 
themselves to mimetic illustration. Their new texts, particularly shaped poems, thus 
took on a conceptual self.10 
 
My references to „pantextualism‟, „unity‟, an attempt to „break down semiotic 
difference between image and text‟ in books by Blake, Morris and Mallarmé seem to 
resonate with an even larger, more embracing force cited by Alexandra Anderson-
Spivy (in Eaton 1991:10). She quotes Apollinaire‟s realisation that 
 

typographical artifices worked out with great audacity have the advantage 

                                                           
10

 These disrupted pages had a profound influence upon Mallarmé's younger counterparts such as Apollinaire 
and the Cubist collaborators Picasso and Max Jacob, Gris and Jacob, and Braque and Satie. The collaboration 
between Sonya Delaunay-Terk and Blaise Cendrars was described by Cohen and Bloch (In Eaton 1991:12) as, 
“the integration of visual and eidetic languages into a new art where conventional symbols of language become 
colour forms in motion”. For a fuller discussion on ways in which artists invented new relationships between 
images and texts see Renée Riese Hubert (1988a). 
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of bringing to life a visual lyricism which was almost unknown before our 
age. These artifices can still go much further and achieve the synthesis of 
the arts, of music, painting, and literature (my italics). 

 
Perhaps in the term „synthesis‟ we have a concept which links the essential elements 
of the significant precursors I have chosen to discuss. Further to this, later artists‟ 
books, underpinned by these significant precursors, attempt to mediate this 
synthesis. 
 
Through the work of the Cubist and Orphist collaborators and the shape poets, 
Mallarmé‟s influence spread to the typographic inventions and subversiveness of the 
Futurist, Dada and Surrealist artists discussed later in this chapter. I find it interesting 
to note that the circuitous importance of Mallarmé‟s contribution to later artists‟ books 
is supported by Anderson-Spivy (in Eaton 1991:12) who states that, “historical and 
ideological antecedents of contemporary multiple and mass-produced artist‟s 
periodicals and books are found in Futurism and Dada”. In terms of my project, final 
and important support for Mallarmé‟s status as a significant precursor of artists‟ books 
is presented by Bury. He believes that one of the leitmotivs of the history of artists‟ 
books is the book‟s relationship with sound. He (1995:6) states that, 
 

[t]he origins of the poster may lie in street cries, the volume of the oral 
advertising of the hawker and peddler...echoed in heavy display type. 
Given Mallarmé‟s interest in the poster, it could be reasonably argued that 
Un Coup de Dés, that celebrated precursor of the Artist‟s Book, owed 
much to the sounds of the street. 

 
There are a number of links between the work discussed thus far and Henri Matisse‟s 
Jazz (1947) which I will attempt to make clear. However in order for me to rightfully 
place Jazz within the context established by earlier precursors, I must first give 
attention to an analysis of the Livre d‟artiste as a tradition in book publishing.  
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A traditional livre d‟artiste is usually conceived by a publisher or third party acting as 
financial, aesthetic and market controller.11 It is this party who commissions the writer 
and the artist, usually two established practitioners, to combine their talents, often 
independently from one another. Although the artists work within their stylistic genres 
(the delving into print often being the only meaningful change to their working 
process), the results are often characterised by the secondary and subordinate 
illustrative role of their images. The text seems the primary concern of the publisher 
and the vehicle for sales amongst a wider reading public.12  Hubert (1988a:3) states 
that until the late 19th century  
 

the graphic artist, in selecting „moments‟ or „metaphors‟ according to 
consciously or unconsciously derived criteria, performed as a perceptive 
but submissive critic. He felt compelled to articulate the hidden laws of 
textual creation in his corresponding graphic series. 

 
Since being published in 1947 in France by Teriade, Jazz is generally accepted as, 
“among the best known livre d'artiste” (Eaton 1991:25). It is both a bound version with 
images and facing text and a smaller portfolio edition of single images (widening the 
market for the publisher and increasing the revenue of the so-called livre d‟artiste). In 
the case of Jazz, and in the tradition established by Blake and continued by Morris, 
Matisse created works with both text and images between 1943 and 1947 in Vence. 
Anderson-Spivy (in Eaton 1991:14) describes Matisse‟s image / text relationship, his 
pantextualism, as, “the peerless unity of...unique calligraphic script and...torn and cut 
paper images [which] exuberantly erases the boundaries between visual and verbal 
meaning [and] hark[s] back to Mallarmé.13 What is vital to note here is the immediate 
separation of Jazz from the tradition of late 19th to early 20th-century Livre d‟artiste in 
three important ways. Firstly Jazz was not publisher driven and does not illustrate a 
second party‟s text. Matisse was the single author and producer of the original book 
before Edmond Vairel at Tériade Editeur produced the edition of 270. Secondly, the 
direct process of Pochoir (a print derived from the process of dabbing inks through 
stencils) was used for the printing of Jazz. This technique moved against the 
traditional forms of printing from plates and blocks which typified the livre d‟artiste.14 
Thirdly, the visual elements of the book focussed upon the images and text in a 
unified, pantextual way, thus pointing towards the possibility of a mainly visual book, 

                                                           
11

 Hubert (1988a:18/9) states that many a livre d‟artiste would never have seen the light of day had it not been for 
enterprising publishers such as Kahnweiler, Skira, Visat, Hugues, Cramer, Lévis-Mano, Broder and Aimé Maeght.  
12

 A notable early exception to this is the integrated imagery of Pierre Bonnard and Paul Verlaine‟s Parallèlement, 
published by Ambroise Vollard in 1900. Other exceptions include Matisse‟s controversially unsuited images for 
James Joyce Ulysses (1935) and the collaboration between Jasper Johns and Samuel Beckett in 
Foirades/Fizzles (1976) where the successful integration and triumph of John‟s illustrations of Beckett‟s texts 

developed a richer, more complex set of solutions than, for example, the Bonnard. For an exhaustive analysis of 
Foirades/Fizzles, see Richards (1994).  
13

 …and more fundamentally to Blake, not to mention Bury‟s (1995) linkage of Mallarmé‟s dynamic pages to 
sound and in the case of Jazz, to music.  
14

 Matisse produced a number of livres d‟artiste in the tradition of illustrations for classic texts. Examples include 
Poésies by Stéphane Mallarmé: Published by Skira in 1932.  Ulysses by James Joyce: Published by Limited 
Editions Club in 1935. Pasiphaé, chant de Minos by Henri de Montherlant in 1944. Lettres Portugaises by 
Marnianna Alcaforado: Published by Tériade in 1946 and Florilège des Amours by Pierre de Ronsard: Published 
by Skira in 1948. The fact that Jazz appears so different from these publications is possibly an influence from the 
1941 collaboration between Eluard who hand wrote the text and Picasso who hand-coloured the prints with 
watercolour for each of the edition of fifteen. Its difference from the coolness of his other livres d‟artiste also 
provides adequate reason for isolating Jazz as a significant precursor of Artists‟Books. 
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unlike the bias of text over image found in many livres d‟artiste.15 
 
Concerning the pantextual unity of Jazz, Matisse (in Eaton 1991:25) wrote,  
 

I have tried to present some color plates in conditions as favorable as may 
be. To do this I must separate them by interludes of a different character. I 
concluded that my handwriting was most suitable for this purpose. The 
unusual size of this writing seemed to me obligatory to keep it in 
decorative proportion with the color plates. 

 
 
In these terms then I am not surprised to find that Anderson-Spivy (in Eaton, 
1991:14) describes Jazz as, “more artist‟s book than traditional livre de peintre,” 
drawing attention to its appeal as personal, sensual and revelatory, a precursor of the 
more personal and visual artists‟ books of the recent past. What Blake, Morris and 
Mallarmé achieved in producing self-consciously reflexive and unique books outside 
of the conventions of book production of their day, Matisse has achieved outside of 
the conventions of the livre d‟artiste. Both Mallarmé and Matisse succeed in 
introducing into 20th-century book production the unique, unified, pantextual and non-
conventional elements of Blake and Morris.  
 
As the significant precursors have, up till now, been products of individuals, I feel it 
necessary to explore examples representing a more mass-based or group ideology. 
From the sprawling mass of periodicals, manifestos, books and published ephemera I 
have selected a number of books which, I believe, are critical to my project. Each 
stands out as an excellent example of its movement‟s ideology and each is a book of 
typographic, aesthetic and artistic weight. It is also important for me to note that, 
being 20th-century works, some have been cited as important to artist‟s bookmakers 
later in the century.  
 
I have chosen early 20th-century avant-garde books from Italian and Russian 
Futurism, Dadaism and Surrealism. Drucker (1995:45) gives us an immediate context 
for the publication of these books. 

The history of the book as an early 20th-century artform cannot be 
separated from the agendas of the artistic factions that comprised the 
historical avant-garde. Political broadsides, artistic poster design, and 
other forms of graphic activity had been identified with individual artistic 
expression and political statements well before the 20th century. 
Throughout the 19th century in England, France, and other parts of 
Europe, an explosion of periodicals had published exchanges between 
artists, writers, and other creative thinkers. But it is in the early 20th 
century that books became a major feature of experimental artistic vision, 
and a unique vehicle for its realization. 

As important as this context is I must insert a reminder that it is in the pantextual 

                                                           
15

 The „text‟ in Jazz as with all the examples discussed so far is not separated but integrated and thus expanded, 
thus complicating the distinction between viewing and reading by making the boundaries porous and 
interchangeable.    
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relationship of image and text, the possibility of „unity‟ and  „synthesis‟ that these 
books should also demand our attention. In the examples that follow, the book, as a 
carrier of both images and texts, must be seen to operate, in Hubert‟s (1988b:19) 
words, as “hybrid” and “open-ended” works.  In the light of this, these books disrupted 
the book‟s conventional resolution and closure, dislocating the “illusion of harmonious 
parallelism and coincidence” (1988a:265). The disruptive restless energy of Futurism 
(and particularly Filippo Tommaso Marinetti in propagating the notion of „Universal 
Dynamism’) was put to use in the production and distribution of their ideas in printed 
form. Marinetti seized upon what Mallarmé had presented in Un Coup De Dés in the 
seminal Les Mots en Liberté Futuriste (1917). Of this seizure, Eaton (1991:12) states 
that Marinetti dramatically disrupted syntax and scattered lettering as, “a metaphor for 
militant freedom from the past...new artistic freedom, rejection of the old order and 
social change”. In short, „Words in Liberty‟.16 

 
 
Futurism gained momentum by the publication of its first manifesto on the front page 
of the French newspaper Le Figaro in 1909. This was something of a propagandistic 
tour de force on the part of Marinetti. Futurism succeeded in aligning its books and 
publications, more closely than any other medium, with the revolutionary spirit of their 
social and artistic militancy. This was achieved by means of differing typefaces and 
font sizes in an altogether radical departure from the norms of typesetting which 
Mallarmé referred to as „eternally unbearable columns‟. 
It is clear that Futurist readership far outnumbered Futurist viewership. Oil-on-canvas 
                                                           
16

 It is also noteworthy in that as Morris had rejected the typographic traditions of his day in favour of a 
„medievalism‟, so Marinetti, in turn, rejected the aesthetic of the Arts and Crafts Movement in order to fulfil his 
visual requirements. Both artists‟ works hint at an element of resistance which they felt a book could mediate. 
Marinetti‟s notion of „Words in Liberty‟ (a concept so fundamental to him that he produced Parole in Liberta 
Futuriste with Tullio D‟Albisola in 1932) highlights another potential link between the significant precursors and the 
Artist‟s Book, that of a utopian ideal whether spiritual (in the case of Blake and Mallarmé) or socio-political (in the 
case of Morris 
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painting made overtures to past styles and positioned itself exclusively in exhibition 
spaces and could thus not compete with the leaflet, poster, periodical and book for its 
power to communicate. The forging of a relationship between avant-garde printed 
documents, e.g. volumes of the periodical Teatro and a mass (albeit often reluctant) 
audience was Futurism‟s greatest success. It was this relationship with the minds of 
the European masses that successfully transformed them into viewers of a 
specifically Futurist visual statement and ideology via the transforming power of the 
reading of visual texts.17 
 
In the same way in which books can be disseminated, Futurism‟s influence spread 
outside Europe. Anderson-Spivy (in Eaton 1991:14) states that:  
 

Dynamism was also instrumental in catapulting the Russian avant-garde 
from provincial estheticism into modernism. Embracing Futurist forms but 
repudiating the Italian infatuation with modern mechanistic and urban life, 
Russian artists and writers in 1912 and 1913...created consciously crude 
and primitive but wildly original collaborative books incorporating 
lithography to replicate hand-written texts.  

 
Futurism had plugged into a new role for art in a new social and spiritual order.18  
Books became a vehicle for social change, and were created in Russia by El 
Lissitzky, Rodchenko and Malevich. Eaton (1991:14) states that, without denying 
their Futurist influence, these Russian books, “redefine the printed page and advance 
modernism into new areas in their crisp harmony between abstraction and modern 
book design that embodies the Constructivist and Suprematist utopian vision”. 
 
Manipulation by these artists of abstract geometric shapes, type, photographs, 
collage, film and photomontage created elements equated with social and 
technological progress and equality. 
 
El Lissitzky and Vladimir Mayakovsky‟s For The Voice (1923) is cut into index tabs 
like an address book under which iconic motifs serve as references to the different 
chapters of the book. Drucker (1995:56-57) states: 
 

No literary book had ever been designed with these formal elements, and 
Lissitzky‟s capacity to make the visual and graphic decisions serve the 
scoring of the text so that it became a visual treatment of a text, made For 
The Voice a distinct achievement. 

 

                                                           
17

 In the same year that Un Coup De Dés was finally published, Marinetti published his own book Zang Tumb 
Tuum. Here, mathematical signs replace punctuation and text is arranged into blocks and columns to order the 
pages according to Futurist typography. Marinetti‟s 1934 book, designed by Tullio Albisola, Parole In Liberta 
Futuriste is perhaps the most comprehensively produced of all Futurist books with “[t]he stylized geometry of its 
layout integrating powerfully with the hard-edged metal of its pages”. (Drucker 1995:57). Through these books 
Marinetti‟s ideas rapidly infiltrated most of European culture. Along with Cubism, he influenced artists such as 
Léger and Cendrars whose 1919 collaboration embraced a quasi-cinematic form in works such as Le Fin du 
Monde Filmée Par L'ange de Notre Dame.                                     
18

 These books were accompanied by a proliferation of aesthetic manifestos and political and didactic texts and 
pamphlets in the first four decades of the 20th century. 
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Drucker believes that by recognising the potential of the page in terms of the 
theatrical dramas of the letters as living characters, undreamed of antics become 
possible on the page of which a previous generation of printers were incapable. 
Iliazd‟s 1923 Dada / Futurist Ledentu Le Phare is a, “theoretical tour de force which 
most fully embodies and unifies his use of rhythmic, expressive typography and the 
transrational language he and his Russian colleagues named „zaum‟” (Anderson-
Spivy in Eaton 1991:12). 
 
Ledentu was the fifth in a series of dramatic texts composed by Iliazd. They were 
autobiographical plays, which were clearly meant to be performed19 in that he saw 
the page as “a theatrical environment” (Drucker 1995:54). It was written after his 
move to Paris in 1923 - Drucker (1995:54) gives the date 1922 - and of the five, is 
probably more influenced by the emergence of Surrealism than Futurism which was 
rapidly losing ground. Drucker describes the virtuosity of the letterpress manipulation 
as an apt complement to the linguistic complexity. Ornaments create large letters, the 
widest possible range of contrasting styles is evident and wild innovation disrespects 
linearity and regularity. Although many Dada and Russian precedents for such 
existed by 1923, Iliazd‟s was a “compelling vision of the way in which such work 
could be sustained throughout an entire book” (Drucker 1995:54).20  

                                                           
19

 There is a parallel with a number of South African works by Phil du Plessis and Willem Boshoff in which a 
theatrical or performance element is important. These will be discussed in „Towards a History of South African 
Artists’ Books‟ and „Towards an Analytical Description of South African Artists’ Books’.  
20

 The success rests in choice and use of papers, page size, binding and overall integration of concept and 
construction.  
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While Bauhaus, De Stijl and Constructivist precepts of rationality and clarity imply 
faith in a utopian art, Dada‟s disillusionment, nihilism and anarchical ideas were 
expressed in publications like Cabaret Voltaire (1916). Their approach included the 
disruption of type, irrational language, shocking juxtaposition, anti-art sentiment, 
chance and chaos as instruments of social change. Hubert (1988a:5) states that the 
Dadaists in particular  
 

sought to break down the order of textual space, the conventions of 
lettering, and whatever might smack of literary conformism. Pages in their 
books defied and challenged the reader mainly through the elimination of 
descriptive and narrative elements that might provide a stable identity for 
the author or his subject matter. 

 
In Berlin, John Heartfeld collaborated with George Gross, using brutally satirical 
photomontages in books with anti-fascist content (Eaton 1991:14). Anthologie Dada 
(1919) consisted of contributions by Picabia, Tsara, Aragon, Arp, Breton, Hausmann, 
Huelsenbeck, and others and Arp and Tzara‟s Des Nos Oiseaux (c.1928) are three of 
the extant examples of Dada books which are both disruptive in their typography and 
layout and anarchistic attempts at social change.  
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If a utopian idealism has existed as a linking theme in the significant precursors I 
have chosen to examine, the agitated aesthetic and ideological environment which 
both caused and supported the book arts was catapulted into a new economic and 
socio-political order after World War I. Dada and Surrealist books reflected a very 
different value system, which is succinctly enunciated by Franklin Rosemont (1978:4) 
who states that: 
 

Surrealism has focused its attention on the extreme precariousness of the 
human condition and moreover has devoted itself without restraint, and 
with all the clarity of despair, to confronting this precariousness head-on: 
that is, to the revolutionary task of changing life. 

  
The task of „changing life‟ required another form of revolutionary approach towards 
the dialogue between images and texts and the fundamental change in the way in 
which this dialogue is translated and then read. For Andël (1989:59), Surrealism did 
not emphasise the specific nature of the visual sign or of the sign in general. More 
important than the distinction between signs and reality is the fact that any fragment 
of reality can act as a sign. This peculiar characteristic of signification enabled poets 
and painters to disengage both signs and reality from their traditional contexts, and 
thus to establish new (revolutionary) relationships. 
 
Valentine Penrose‟s „collage novel‟ entitled Dons des Feminines is described by 
Hubert (1988b:266) as the “archetypal surrealist book” as both collage and its 
illustrative potential in book form “communicate the challenging ideology of...thrust 
towards action, change, and revolution, encompassing almost all aspects of life”. In 
using the book and the medium of collage, artists and writers deliberately turned 
away from established forms such as conventional painting and fiction. Penrose 
includes both French and English poems which the reader constantly has to 
translate, retranslate and modify. This is done in relation to full-page photocollages 
which themselves are divided into multiple and simultaneous images. The 
juxtaposition of photocollages and texts raises questions in the reader concerning the 
discrete single-page verses‟ narrative continuity i.e. the implication of active 
construction on the part of a once passive reader. 
 
One of the elements this active construction and participation requires is to engage 
with the non-narrative potential of the book. This is a structural feature of Max Ernst‟s 
Une Semaine de Bonté (1934). Here, surprising juxtapositions in the photocollages 
intensify as the viewer turns the pages. Hubert (1988b:267) states that, “In addition, 
the vignettes which occupy changing positions in regard to the printed text must also 
be considered as an extension of the printed page and a reductive echo of the 
photocollages”.  
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Stylisation and ornamentation help in creating this non-narrative aspect of the book. It 
would seem, to Hubert, that the illustrator could remove the barriers that separate 
texts from graphic images. This proclaimed the simultaneous merging and 
emergence of lettering and image. She states (1988a:19&23) that  
 

[s]uch reflections of standard codification and the usual devices of closure 
suggest that most of these hybrid works are provocatively open-ended, in 
keeping with the free play generally advocated by surrealism. The text 
provides graphic interrogation and exploration without requiring solution or 
judgment. …[But] we had better remember that the visual and verbal 
never completely lose their autonomy in surrealist books; indeed, their 
complete fusion would subvert surrealist aims. 

 
By not recognising this fact, we would fail as readers not only of the books as a whole 
but of the individual illustrations. That a continual rereading and rewriting of texts and 
images sets up a complex reciprocity of production and viewing, confirms the notion 
that surrealist books are open-ended and thrive on the continuous modification of 
conflicting kinds of textuality. Hubert (1988a:23) concludes that the “endless interplay 
between verbal and visual in the surrealist book depends on the deliberate rejection 
of structures and harmonies”, also a typical post World War I theme in most forms of 
cultural expression. 
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To summarise, the main points of my argument at this stage are: I have attempted to 
establish some common threads which run through all the selected significant 
precursors of artists‟ books. Of prime importance is to establish some aspect of these 
books which situates the examples outside of the conventions of book production of 
their day. I have stated these to be a self-consciousness and reflexivity which 
exploited technical and graphic conceits in order to call attention to the conventions 
by which, through constant exposure, a book normally neutralises its identity. I then 
attempt to examine ways in which this enunciation of this self-consciousness and 
reflexivity operates. My examination reveals a number of important themes which, I 
argue, establish these works as true precursors of the diverse characteristics of 
artists‟ books. These themes include pantextuality, a unity or synthesis between 
image and text which emphasises the breakdown of semiotic difference. This results 
in the winning over of an exclusive readership by exploiting the graphic qualities of 
text. What we now find are hybrid, open-ended books which prevent conventional 
closure and the illusion of harmonious parallelism. Another important theme which 
seems to unite the examples is the book‟s ability to be disseminated in quantity. As a 
product of this a utopian idealism, whether spiritual or socio-political, is facilitated.   
 
In exploring these themes I have identified a number of particular characteristics 
which I will show to be crucial to the operation of artists‟ books in a later chapter. 
These include: 
 

 The artist in control of the entire production as writer, illustrator, printer and binder 
(Blake, Morris and Matisse). 
 

 Unique one-of-a-kind books where the artist can hand-colour a page or make 
other singular or unique interventions (Blake and Matisse).     
 

 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 the possibility of non-narrative 
sequences (Mallarmé, Marinetti, the Dadaists and Surrealists). 
 

 Changes to conventional or expected methods of printing. This not only includes 
hand-printing but also the inclusion of unusual techniques such as collage and 
pochoir (Morris, Ernst and Matisse).  
 
This chapter has been constructed on three tiers. Firstly, the characteristics which 
make the broad themes operational. The second tier of themes then underpins the 
third and top tier - the contention for self-consciousness and reflexivity in the selected 
significant precursors. My argument, then, rests on the premise that these 
characteristics and themes become starting points for both the structural elements 
and indeed the recognisability of artists‟ books.21  
                                                           
21

 In support of this, Martha Wilson (in Lauf & Phillpot 1998:111) states that 
  

in order to go forward [to the 1960s]…go back to the turn-of-the-century French poet Stéphane 
Mallarmé [who] gave the reader a great degree of autonomy to invent the order in which to go 
through the text…he encouraged the reader to skip around by varying the visual arrangement 
of type size and boldface. The reader‟s freedom was later celebrated by Marinetti in his Parole 
in Liberta (Words in Liberty). …In some ways, the 1960s were very similar to the first years of 

this century. 
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In order to establish a partial and tentative South African equivalent, I will present and 
examine a body of South African significant precursors in the next chapter. Once I 
have found some congruence between the international and local fields, I will 
examine a number of South African artists‟ books in which I attempt to establish their 
operational properties and describe local artists‟ bookmakers‟ zones of activity.  
 
 
 
 


