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Artists’ Books in  th e  University 

Libraries

TIMOTHY SHIPE and HARLAN SIFFORD

W h a t  exactly is an  "a rtis t 's  book"? 
There seem  to be a lm ost as m any  com peting  defin itions for the  
term  as there  are for the  w o rd  " a r t ."  Clive P h illpo t, h ead  
librarian of N ew  Y ork 's M useum  of M odern  A rt, h as  w h a t m ay 
be the  m ost stra igh tfo rw ard  definition: a "bo o k  of w h ich  an  
artist is the  a u th o r ." 1 A rt critic Lucy L ippard  p rov ides a 
som ew hat na rro w er defin ition  th a t b e tte r  reflects the  scope of 
the p resen t article: "N e ith e r an  a rt book  (collected rep ro d u c 
tions of separa te  a rt w orks) n o r  a book on  a rt (critical exegeses 
and /or a rtists ' w ritings), th e  a rtis t 's  book is a w ork  of a rt on  its 
ow n, conceived specifically for the  book  form  a n d  o ften  p u b 
lished  by the  a rtist h im /h erse lf ."2

It is usefu l, if n o t alw ays accurate, to  d istin g u ish  the  "a rtis t 's  
book" from  the  " illu s tra ted  b o o k ."  From  the  earliest h isto ry  of 
the  codex or m anuscrip t book, a rtists  have  w o rk ed  w ith  the 
m edium . Early relig ious texts w ere  in te rp re te d  by  artists ' 
illum inations  to a d d  visual en rich m en t to the  tex t for those  w h o  
could read  an d  to  explain  the  con ten ts  to those  less fo rtuna te . 
In the  tw en tie th  cen tu ry , artists have  o ften  chosen  to illustrate  
text or to p roduce  sets of d raw ings or p rin ts  a n d  design  the

1 Clive Phillpot, "An ABC of Artists' Book Collections: Introduction," Art 
Documentation, 1.6 (Dec. 1982), 169.

2 Lucy Lippard, "The Artist's Book Goes Public," in Artists’ Books: A Critical 
Anthology and Sourcebook, ed. by Joan Lyons (Rochester, N.Y.: Visual Studies Work
shop, 1985), 45-48.
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fo rm ats for p u b lish ed  literary  w orks. M atisse, Picasso, and  
C hagall m ade  im p o rtan t con tribu tions in  th is area  of pub lish 
ing.

But for an  a rtis t 's  book in  the  stricter sense, th e  artist is 
generally  the  creato r of b o th  im age an d  text. This is n o t an  
en tirely  n e w  p h en o m en o n . W e can find  p receden ts  a t least as 
early  as W illiam  Blake's w orks, m any  of w h ich  com bined  w ord

Dieter Rot's Kinderbuch (1976). From the University Libraries.
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and  im age as an  inseparab le  un ity . O ne m igh t even  cite earlier 
form s of v isual litera tu re  such  as R enaissance em blem  books 
an d  p a tte rn  poem s. M ore direct p recu rso rs  are tw o very  
different publications by  M arcel D ucham p  from  the  1930s. The 
Green Box of 1934 w as an  eno rm ous, lav ish , lim ited  ed ition  box 
contain ing  carefully p ro d u ced  facsim iles of no tes  a n d  d iagram s 
for D ucham p 's  "Large Glass", one of the  sem inal a rt w orks of 
the century . Rrose Sélavy (1939), on  the  o th e r h a n d , w as a sm all, 
un illu stra ted  booklet consisting  en tirely  of enigm atic, o ften  
erotic p uns. These w orks an tic ipate  several d ifferen t tre n d s  in 
the con tem porary  a rtist's  book. P redecesso rs in  the  fifties an d  
early sixties include th e  concrete poe ts  (som e of w h o m  exper
im ented  n o t only  w ith  the  p lacem en t of w o rd s  a n d  sym bols on 
the page, b u t also w ith  the  physical form  of the  book), 
experim ental a rt m agazines like Aspen a n d  SM T, a n d  the  
pub lish ing  v en tu re s  of the  F luxus artists.

H ow ever, the  a rtis t 's  book  as w e k now  it h as  its orig ins in  the  
1960s; it d eve loped  largely as a m eans of creating  an  a rt form  
that w ou ld  be in d e p e n d e n t of the  gallery system . A  book could  
be p roduced  inexpensively , an d  could  po ten tia lly  be d istrib 
u ted  to a m uch  w ider aud ience  th an  o th e r a rt form s. Typically, 
artists ' books in  the  form ative years  of the  m ed iu m  w ere 
p rin ted  in  relatively  large ru n s  a n d  sold  for u n d e r  ten  dollars. 
They w ere conceived as a dem ocratic, non-elitist a rt form ; som e 
artists d ream ed  of seeing  their book w orks sold  in  su p e rm a r
kets a longside the  tabloids. The b est-k n o w n  exam ples of th is 
early p hase  are the  w orks of Ed R uscha, sm all booklets of 
pho to g rap h s w ith  p lain  covers d isp lay ing  titles w h ich  precisely  
describe their conten ts: Twentysix Gasoline Stations, Thirtyfour 
Parking Lots, in Los Angeles, an d  so on. In  the  in te rv en in g  
quarte r-cen tu ry  the  m ed ium  has b lossom ed  in  coun tless d irec
tions. There is little ag reem en t on  its precise b oundaries . 
H ow ever, one can certain ly  generalize  abou t som e trends.

A n artist's  book m ay consist en tirely  of pictorial m aterial 
(Leon G olub 's Facings, Ellen L an y o n 's  Transformations I), e n 
tirely of text (A nna C row ell's  Child Abuse), o r of a m ixture  of 
text and  im age (Gail R ubin i's Forever Yours, Rebecca M ichaels'
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Nancy Webber's Real Estate Calendar (1977); Michael Smith's The Big Relay Race 
(1981). From the University Libraries.
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The Courtship Patterns of Chairs). G enerally , th e  conven tional 
read ing  sequence of the  E u ropean  book, from  fron t to  back (left 
to right), is assum ed ; often  a narra tive  d ev e lo p m en t w ill rely  on  
this sequence (M ichael S m ith 's  The Big Relay Race). Som etim es, 
though , the  " re a d e r"  is inv ited  to create h is o r h e r ow n  
sequence by en te ring  the  book  at any  p o in t, v iew ing  the  pages 
in  any  o rder (D ieter R ot's Kinderbuch). Still o th er w orks are so 
constructed  as to com pletely  fru stra te  the  desire  to read  in  a 
"n o rm al"  sequence (Brian M cB ean's Untitled). Som e artists ' 
books m asquerade  as o th e r k inds of pub lications, p lay ing  w ith  
their conventions: there  are  a rtists ' books in  the  form  of 
calendars, s tockholders ' rep o rts , tab lo id  n e w sp ap e rs , comic 
books, a n d  gam es (N ancy W ebber's  Real Estate Calendar, Judy  
Levy's 59¢ Life). Som e w orks inco rporate  p rev iously  p u b lish ed  
books, m odify ing  th em  to create n ew  w orks (Tom Phillips ' A  
Humument). Som e call in to  question  the  very  physical s tru c tu re  
of the  book, forcing u s  to w o n d e r w h e th e r  w e can  even  call 
them  "books"  (C onrad  G leber's  Meat Book, C arol A longe 's  
White Sands, S usan  W ick's Paper Towel Book). M any  critics prefer 
to place these  w orks in  the  separa te  category  of "book  ob jects."

As a general ru le , the  artist is responsib le  for th e  tex tual as 
well as the  v isual " c o n te n t."  H ow ever, collage techn iques are 
frequen tly  u sed , an d  an  a rtis t 's  book  m ay  consist en tire ly  of a 
jux taposition  of b o rrow ed  im ages or q u o ted  texts (S teven 
C ortrigh t's  East-West). A  com m on type  of a rtis t 's  book docu 
m en ts a conceptual or perfo rm ance piece; such  a book becom es 
the only p e rm an en t trace of an  ep h em era l a rt w ork  (Vida 
F reem an 's Northridge Project, Bob R oesler's KxYz). O ne m ajor 
trend  has been  tow ard  political-social criticism , particu larly  
from  a fem inist v iew poin t; th is certain ly  has m u ch  to  do  w ith  
the m ed iu m 's  orig ins as an  a lternative  to  the  p o w er s truc tu res  
of existing artistic in stitu tions  (H ans B reder a n d  Barbara 
W elch 's Portrait of Rosa, K evin H am ilton 's  The Day of the Rope). 
The inexpensive p ro d u ctio n  m eth o d s  of m ost a rtis t 's  books is 
also in  keep ing  w ith  th is revo lt aga in st the  econom ic p o w er 
s tructu res of m ainstream  art. H ow ever, there  has also been  a 
recen t tren d  tow ard  p ro d u cin g  expensive, lim ited  ed ition  a rt

http://ir.uiowa.edu/bai/vol54/iss1



28

ists ' books (W alter H am ad y 's  Neopostmodrinism). This tren d  has 
caused  co n ste rn a tio n  am ong  certain  of the  artists ' book m akers 
w h o  w ish  th is m ed iu m  to be easily available to all w h o  m igh t be 
in te rested . Law rence W einer, w h o  has been  p roducing  artists ' 
books since 1969, has w a rn e d  of " a n  A m erican artists ' book 
'in d u s try ' perilously  th re a te n e d  by  its ow n  success."3

A significant n u m b er of a rtists ' books in  the  U niversity  
L ibraries' collections com e from  the  influen tial exhibition "A rt
w o rd s  a n d  B ookw orks," first sh o w n  at the  Los A ngeles Insti
tu te  of C on tem p o ra ry  A rt in  1978. A fter the  exhibition had  
traveled  a ro u n d  the  coun try  for several years, the  entire 
collection w as d o n a te d  to  The U niversity  of Iowa; it no w  form s 
p a rt of the  U niversity  L ibraries' collection in  association w ith 
A lternative  T rad itions in  the  C on tem porary  A rts, a p rogram  of 
the  School of A rt an d  A rt H istory . The Libraries also house  a 
large collection of w orks from  U niversity  of Iow a faculty 
m em ber Jim  S n itzer's  C hicago Book project.

In  the  recen t exhibition  "Book as Im age ,"  w hich  w e curated  
w ith  th e  assistance of Pam ela Spitzm ueller, a selection of 
a rtists ' books from  the  ho ld ings of Special Collections an d  the 
A rt L ibrary w as d isp layed . It is in te resting  to ask  how  these 
eph em era l titles cam e to be p a rt of a lib rary 's  collections, ra ther 
th a n  e n d in g  u p  in  a m u seu m . O ne exp lanation  is th a t they  are 
called "b o o k s,"  a n d  libraries are  su p p o sed  to  collect books. A 
second  exp lanation  is th a t, in  m an y  cases, these  w orks are not 
of sufficient m o n eta ry  value to  be p restig ious add itions to a 
m u se u m 's  collection, even  w h e n  th ey  are one-of-a-kind arti
facts. This w as certain ly  the  case w h e n  artists ' books first 
s ta rted  be ing  p ro d u ced . N ow  th a t th e  value of those early 
w orks h as  been  recognized , an d  their m onetary  value has 
increased , m u seu m s seem  to have considerab ly  m ore in terest 
in  acqu iring  them . But th ere  are  defin ite  advan tages to housing  
a rtists ' books in  libraries, w h ere  th ey  can be u sed , ra th e r th an  
in  m u seu m s, w h ere  th ey  can only  be v iew ed. The chief

3 Lawrence Weiner, quoted in: Nancy Princenthal, "Artist's Book Beat," Print 
Collector's Newsletter, 20.6 (Jan.-Feb. 1990), 225-27.
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Brian McBean's Untitled (1977); Carol Alonge's White Sands (1977); Susan 
Wick's Paper Towel Book (1977). From the University Libraries, in association 
with Alternative Traditions in the Contemporary Arts.
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p rob lem  in  k eep in g  a rtists ' books in  a m u seu m  is th a t d isp lay
ing  th e  w orks statically, in  glass cases, u n d e rcu ts  the  very 
in ten tio n  of the  m ed ium . The a rtis t 's  book  is m ean t to  be 
h an d led , read , seen  in  its en tire ty  e ither in  sequence or at 
ran d o m . To d isp lay  a few  pages of an  a rtist's  book is like 
looking at a few  stills from  a m o v ie—it canno t give a real sense 
of the  w o rk  as a w hole. The m u seu m  setting  defeats the  artists ' 
d ream  of a dem ocratic  a rt form  th a t could  be seen  by  anyone, 
freed  from  the  w alls of m u seu m s of fine art.

N ow  th a t a rtists ' books have  b een  w idely  w ritten  abou t and  
an tho log ies an d  b ib liograph ies have  been  com piled , it is fo rtu 
na te  th a t the  U niversity  Libraries beg an  acquiring  these item s 
early  o n  as p a rt of its lo n g stan d in g  in te rest in  an d  com m itm ent 
to  the  m ed iu m  of th e  book in  all its d iversity .
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