A Brilliant Luster: Festschrift for the Center for Book Arts at 30

Book. An object or subject. Even a verb.

A book. The immediate visual pattern is that of a gathering of printed paper bound together between covers and engineered to be opened by pulling apart the covers on the fore-edge.

A book artist. A person using the book as the embodiment of their message and not merely the vessel in which to carry it. This artist transcends that first visual pattern fixed in our psyche.

Over the past 30 years, the Center for Book Arts has been witness to thousands of individuals who are curious about books. Some of these people have come to the Center for a weekend workshop and walked away happy knowing they have learned how to make a keepsake for a special event. Others spent more time studying specific techniques for fun or profit. And still others have simply shown up for exhibition receptions to keep abreast of current aesthetics, trends, and the next big thing. However, there have been a special group of individuals who have dedicated their time; full-, part-, or free-; challenging that notion of the bookness of books. 

Taking and teaching classes can only go so far. Imagination and the wherewithal to make manifest those ideas in an object that can be “read” is the difference between a book artist and a book arts enthusiast.

Since 1974, the Center for Book Arts encouraged thousands of individuals to rethink the idea of a book. Much of this education was accomplished through its exhibition program. Every year the Center challenged artists to create a work that could be shared with the world. The call was answered in an infinite variety, from a classically-designed fine press limited edition, to a sculptural work that makes you think differently about the human body. Each year the annual artist members’ exhibition satisfied, surprised, and educated the fans of book art.

This year, and especially this year, a new challenge was posted. Sixty artists, with a history at the Center for Book Arts, were asked to create a broadside. Most of these artists work exclusively with the structure of the codex and rely on the natural pacing of the turning page to create the complete work. They were asked to re-think their approach, re-think structure, and face a limitation without limitation.

Why broadsides? Why not? Martin Luther used them to share his theses, Jefferson used them to declare our independence, and the governor of Missouri used them to hunt down Jesse James. And those are just the obvious ones. Broadsides have a centuries-old history. These leaves of paper, printed on a single side and communicating new ideas, discoveries, or must-haves, have been produced since the mid-fifteenth century and remained a popular form of communication until the nineteenth century.  In the beginning broadsides were primarily visual, designed to spread a message to a largely illiterate population. As times changed and the level of education expanded, broadsides relied on typography to create impact. In the mid-15th century, printed sheets depicting the Passion were primarily visual, closer to today’s comic books, depicting a story with woodcuts.  Dürer’s broadside of a rhinoceros, from a sight unseen, and looking as frightening as the 16th century imagination could conjure, is heavy on the visuals but balanced with a block of text explaining the new curiosity discovered in India. Carrier's addresses, those New Year's greetings begun in the early 18th century and popular for generations, featured poetry and typographic borders. Some were penned by well-known writers, Nathaniel Hawthorne is one example, others were written by the paper's own boy but all were created for collection and display. Of course, the Center for Book Arts has its own history of the broadside: four years of producing its Broadside Reading Series. 

In this portfolio we can see the range of emphasis, both the visual and the typographic, and the myriad of ways the Center’s artist members have interpreted their assignment. Without plan or design the Center received broadsides showcasing a complete range of historical styles, book arts genres, and media, as diverse as the artists involved in the Center. Tangency of a time line that goes back millennia from artists whom go back to the Center’s beginning, engendering the changing nature of an ever evolving art form. 

 

This collection of contributions echoes the history of printed communication from reinterpretations of 16th century architectural-bordered title pages to a photo-collage of a recent art installation of orange flags. Commentary on the history of the book, the lure of the book arts, love poems, and the literal, figurative, and physical cost of war are other themes, ideas, and motivations at work. Media range from letterpress with hand-colored illustrations to multi-media (including fabric, plastic, paint, photographs, and thread). These broadsides also showcase wood-engravings, relief prints, intaglio prints, photocopies, digital prints, pulp-painting, and calligraphy, encompassing the forms and genres that encompass the arts of the book.

 

New York, Hong Kong, the Middle East, Italy, and under a microscope…location, location, location. Themes and places from all over by artist members from all over the world, celebrating the Center at the heart of the Western world, founded 30 years ago in a storefront in lower Manhattan.

 

The broadside forces a finite thought within a finite space. But for the Center’s 30th anniversary the broadside begat an infinite variety of ideas 
Close your eyes. Say, “book.” Now open your eyes and see what a book can be.
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