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After Moveable Type

I am a writer and sometime photographer who learned something about presswork from
Roger Levinson in Berkeley in the early 1970s. After twenty-five years I began to feel
there was something missing in my work — the visual component wasn’t getting onto the
page. I began to experiment with artists books.

From the beginning there were contraints. I needed to make books, as they are ordi-
narily understood: a readable object capacious enough to accommodate a novel. But at
the same time I was not interested in mere illustration. I wanted the visual component to
stand equal with the textual as the bearer of meaning — a right-brain restatement of the
left-brain verbiage — so that the full meaning of the work required both.

And finally, it had to be handmade. I wanted to create the whole book, the physical
object as well as the intellectual, but without burdening myself with a lot of cumbersome
technology. At the time I didn’t understand the significance of this requirement.

First of all, what does “without technology” mean? I was using paper I had made my-
self in my own mill. I was using intricately-made cameras and computers, scanners, laser
and giclée printers, and eventually a website. At the same time I was experimenting with
solar (gum-bichromate) printing, an inherently uncontrollable antique art process, and the
sort of scissors and paste work I spent my allowance on when I was ten years old. Was I
rejecting handset type and four-color photolithography just because I couldn’t afford
them?

It seemed to have something to do with zen. The attempt to bond textual and visual
was a koan-like procedure, a way of surrounding an empty core of things we can’t talk
about. Empty as in the zen notion of mu; can’t talk about as in unsayable but also as
Wittgenstein meant it, as belonging to that realm of important matters inaccessible to lan-
guage. On the textual side I had been working out the implications of Charles Olson’s
idea of open form — work which is not goal-driven, which is inherently incomplete and
unfinished, consisting of local particulars (thick description as the anthropologists under-
stant it) and unanalyzeable by any crude literary techniques. Work which, as Olson had it,
energy taken from where the poet got it. These were ideas from the forties and fifties but
with obvious post-modern correlates, and resonant also with a zen aesthetics I had
learned from a ceramics tradition transmitted by Bernard Leach.

At this point I encountered the notion (from Chinese painting) that art should strive to
capture the chi (qi) of its subject. Its breath.

What follows is an attempt to work out what all this might mean. That is, to find a form
of book which satisfies this mélange of aspirations.
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The Fine Printing Tradition and the Digital Book

Probably all fine press or even bookish people know Walter Benjamin’s idea about the
direct experience of art as he wrote in Art In an Age Of Mechanical Reproduction.

Benjamin wanted to explain what it was about live art which evaporated when the
picture was reproduced photographically. It’s hard to remember how threatening photog-
raphy still was at this time. Despite its hardly being an incunable craft by then and despite
forty years of argument over soft focus, various fake-art processes like gum-bichromate,
despite the prestige of Steiglitz and who else — despite all that, to artists photography
remained new and suspect. Man Ray was able to make a living with his camera in Paris
in 1921 (when he could not with his painting) because among artists his skills were rare.
The Annie Leibowitz of his time, called to Proust’s deathbed, approved by Gertrude Stein
and André Breton, Kiki’s consort, responsible for the official record of Picasso’s work,
this was still second-class stuff even to Man Ray himself. Not the real thing.

The quality which Benjamin sought he called aura. For us materialists this is a notion
uncomfortably close to that of soul, an animating principle which escapes with our last
breath and floats up into Giotto-land where, as Beckett remarked, we’ll all sit around
talking about the good old days when we wished we were dead.

Soulful aura and the hard, rational mechanical camera are antagonists, then?
But actually it’s not hard to see what he meant. Take for example Caravaggio’s paint-

ing in the Chiesa del Santa Maria on the Piazza del Popolo in Rome.

If you have seen this you know it hangs in a very
dark side chapel at the less-magnificent end of the
church and can be
seen (from behind a
railing) only by
putting some mon-
ey in a meter which
will allow some
dim lights to come
on for a few min-
utes. You’re too far
away to see much in the gloom. This is the authentic
experience. To see the picture in a book is nothing
like that. Aside from the fact that the picture in the
book is intelligible in its details and readable in its
impact, where is the musty smell, the cold damp even

in July after the tramp across the glaring, raucous plaza, the hidden coyness, the crassness
of the metered permission? Those things are the picture’s aura.

Of course all sorts of other things are different about the photograph. One gets no de-
cent sense of the size of the thing, for instance. Its the Sistine Chapel up close in sixteen
square inches and no cramp in the neck and no pickpockets.

The authentic experience of art is a scarce commodity. Your ordinary hot-dog vendor
on the street can go into the Museum Of Modern Art — the door is right behind him —
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and see some Picassos. But he can’t see the Guernica. That’s in Spain. By the time he got
back from the Prado he would have lost his spot, his hot dog cart, and his livelihood.

But in the MOMA bookstore he can buy a book about Picasso with a photograph of
the Guernica in it and get something that works for readers like the talking guidebook
headphones do for museum goers. Is that good enough?

The hot dog vendor’s inauthentic experience was much sneered at by Baudrillard and
Eco and post-modernists, and the hot-dog vendor himself came in for some cavilling for
being grateful for what experience he could get. Mechanical reproduction converts art
into a commodity — a thing way too much like a hot dog. You know what’s in a hot dog.
It’s not food. Don’t eat it.

Now what has this got to do with handmade books?

Books Have An Aura Problem

Is a fine press book handmade? There certainly is a lot of hand labor that goes into one.
And both the press book and the art object are craft products, but there the relationship
stops. Printing, all printing, belongs to the machine aesthetic.

What about the Way of the craftsman, then? Do we not revere the craftsman as a
champion to send against the machine? The fine printer is a craftsman, surely?

The trouble with craftsmanship is with the craft idea of control, that meisterlich desire
which always tries to reduce the risk. Artist and printer both want to control risk, but the
artist has no machine to help. Books are made by machines.

What does a handmade book look like? Not like a machine-made book, if it is to pos-
sess aura, the aura of art. There is no machine-made art. The photographer must dominate
the camera, the lithographer the stone, just as the painter his brush, if we are to have art.

There is, it’s true, a mystical dimension to craftsmanship which resembles, serves the
place of aura in some ways. It is introduced through the desire for mastery of the process
and brings in its train certain inconvenient ideas of perfection: of materials, of methods,
of tools. Ultimately, since these things are of the world, they are not perfect, not pure.
Craftsmanship has within it a desire for transcendence, a taste for Zennish notions of qi,
the spirit of a thing. To capture the qi is the requirement for craft mastery, and qi is not a
thing to be reasoned into submission. All craftsmanship which is not Technik is Zen. It’s
no accident that the Japanese are the world’s craftsmen.

Zen has an attractive cenception of work (craft) as everyday spirituality rather than
distant salvation. (A good thing, since I have to work.) It is associated with the wholly
admirable virtue of well-madeness. But it is not aura. The aspiration of the craft object to
well-madeness belongs to the machine aesthetic. We have machines because they pro-
duce (reproduce) — mechanically — objects more well-made and closer to perfection
than we could do by hand.

Aura is not a sentiment of fulfillment or satisfaction. It has nothing to do with beauty.
It is an exacting standard for which the essential requirement is a local and personal ex-
perience which is untransferrable and unrepeatable, invoked by a unique and therefore
rare object of desire.

Books are made by machines and are only adventitiously, accidentally rare. Whereas
book artists, it is said, make one thing at a time, by hand, beautiful in its imperfect in-
complete irreproducible unique artistic self.
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Machine-made books have editions. That's the point of using a machine.
Machine-made books have production values, as the design people say.
Machine aesthetics belong to the workmanship of certainty.1 Machine aesthetics are

uniformity, reproducibility, and incremental improvement toward the goal of absolute
control. Handmade aesthetics belong to the workmanship of risk. Handmades aesthetics
are uniqueness, diversity, continuous change.

Machine processes have objects (goals) and produce objects (artifacts). Hand proc-
esses process, and leave behind versions.

Is the book artist able to sustain this distinction?
No.
A preferred strategy for covering up the book’s aura problem is to invoke connois-

seurship. Aura has an air of snobbery about it, of exclusion of the unworthy. Book artists
prefer to work with canonical texts for the reason that they are fixed, finished. They are
worth it. They will repay the effort expended on them. (Whereas designers, who are mere
tradespeople, work on all manner of trivial stuff such as department store ads.) This pref-
erence for low-risk tactics exposes the machine aesthetic at work, substituting a specious
rarity by fiat for the real thing. A handmade book ought to look that way, don’t you
think? Which implies a handmade text, I think, not something off the shelf.

Besides, the book is a manufactured object, one of many identical objects intended
for the masses and so a vector of social change. The printing press was an agent of social
change in the same way the personal computer is. William Morris, a bona fide book art-
ist, aspired to be an agent of change, a Johnny Appleseed of beautiful things, among
which were numbered beautiful books. His populist politics of making many beautiful
books so that everyone might have one sought an inclusive rather than exclusive connois-
seurship, but it came down to the same thing anyway. To make many books he needed a
book-machine (a printing press then, a computer now). A book artist with the politics of
William Morris will have, honestly or not, a machine aesthetic. And an atelier. Or an of-
fice. And certain attitudes toward love, religion, knowledge, parenthood, rabbit breeding,
anomalies, and other things that come with the package. If you want to make art you had
better be prepared for the consequences.

Which are?
Controlling the consequences by changing the process is part of the machine aes-

thetic. Accepting the consequences for the sake of the process is part of the handmade
aesthetic. You don’t make a handmade book any more than you make love, practice relig-
ion, or get knowledge. If you accept uncertainty and work with no concern except for the
process, love comes to you unbidden. Perhaps. Perhaps not. You are called perhaps. Per-
haps you know what you are doing, but probably not.

If I knew what a handmade book ought to look like, it wouldn't be handmade, would
it? But that isn't the same thing as knowing what a handmade book does look like.

1 . David Pye, The Nature and Art Of Workmanship. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968.
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Hunting For Aura: Artists Books

People squabble about what is an artists book.2 Let’s say it’s a book-shaped object made
by an artist. This is not quite the same as the livre d’artiste, with which it is often con-
fused. Here is a livre d’artiste by Ernst Kirchner, published in Munich by Kurt Wolff
Verlag in 1924.3

What is the interest here? Is it anything more than a precious object created for a com-
modity market? In what sense is it an artist’s book other than it’s a book-shaped object
containing some pictures? How does it differ from a copy of Les Mystères de Paris illus-
trated by Gavarni, or a Dickens novel by Phiz, or Sidney Paget’s iconic Sherlock
Holmes? [And why, he asks archly, sniffing class bias, is a Kirchner print more precious
than a Paget?]

Verlag Wolff and its minion Kirchner have hijacked Georg Heym’s poems as an ex-
cuse to make some money off the carriage trade. Poetry is not worth enough by itself to
do this, note — but at least the poetry has an indpendent life. It doesn’t need Kirchner to
give it meaning or rationale. With the graphic it’s another thing — no Heym, no book,

2 Johanna Drucker, The Century Of Artists Books. New York: Museum Of Modern Art, 1994.
3 Robert Flynn Johnson, Artists’ Books In the Modern Era 1870-2000: The Reva and David Logan Collec-
tion Of Illustrated Books. London: Thames and Hudson, 2001 p104-5


