
Contents
..........................................................................................................................................

Foreword
Unshelfmarked

About Two Squares
Airmail Envelope Interiors
Anonyme Skulpturen
Barents Lessons
Between Artificial Flowers & Asbestos Removal
The Birds of America
Breathe
Catalogue 
Chesil Bank South
Contraband
Un Coup de Dés Jamais N’Abolira Le Hasard
De Humani Corporis Fabrica Librorum Epitome
Ephemera
Fake Hornbook
Firenze
The First of April
Grandes Heures de Rohan
Halton
Harmonies
He Who Sleeps Dines
A Humument
Kubla Can’t
Lectures Pour Tous
Libretto
Lindisfarne Gospels

Exposé

Literaturwurst
Living For Less
The Master Plan
Mémoires
Murder Off Miami
My Own Mag
Naked Among the Clad

9

11

21

23

25

27

29

31

33

35

37

39

41

43

45

47

49

51

53

55

57

59

61

63

65

67

69

A–Z

97

99

101

103

105

107

109



Observations 
Orange Rumba
LPDT2
Polygraphiae Libri Sex
Punched Cards for the Analytical Engine
Reliquary Edge
Rembrandt
Remember
Sapolio soap volvelle
Sepulchral Monuments in Great Britain
Sheila Hicks
Spring Snow
SW4 OHY
Twentysix Gasoline Stations
Urbanomic
Webster Withdrawn
York Tablets
Zephyros

On Recent Tendencies in Bibliotecture
Select Bibliography

Index of Names

111

113

115

117

119

121

123

125

127

129

131

133

135

137

139

141

143

145

149

159

171



Foreword
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Of late, libraries everywhere are publishing books highlighting their 
printed and manuscript ‘Treasures’. Notwithstanding that many 
of the works included may be illustrated online, perhaps more 
extensively, and for free, there remains a market for the instructive 
pleasure of browsing such curated selections, well printed and with 
authoritative and engaged commentaries. The book in hand has 
something in common with such compilations, though its plums 
—Prehistoric, Medieval, Renaissance and from each later century—
would have to be abstracted from several top-class collections to 
realise this fantasy library. The popularity of these and other books 
about books owes much to the emergence, this last half-century, of 
book history as an academic, interdisciplinary vortex out of textual 
criticism, printing history, sociology, media studies and art history. 
The same period birthed the idea of book art and the term ‘artists’ 
books’. 

The classic titles and bibliographic artefacts selected here are 
interspersed among a greater number of works produced since 
the 1960s, mainly by artists. Almost half of these date from the 
present century, which has seen a renewed surge of artists using 
bibliographic formats, modes and tropes, despite, and/or in active 
relation to, the various digital transformations now overtaking 
existing bibliographic arrangements. Naturally, fewer of these 
recent works have yet attained ‘treasure’ status, unlike either the 
de luxe livres d’artistes of the earlier 20th century, Russian Futurist 
publications or the work of Surrealist artists, although certain of 
them have some celebrity. 

Shelfmarking generally manifests classification, the grouping 
and sequencing of books on library shelves, supposed to help the 
browsing reader who (it is assumed) shares the librarian’s preference 
for like with like. Not every library adopts this principle. Some store 
purely by size: it saves time, it saves space (it does at least reveal the 
order in which items were acquired) and a shelfmark still assigns 
a book a permanent home—it can be discovered, delivered, and 
audited. But probably no-one browses that shelf.

This book is an intentional act of un-shelfmarking, freed from 
constraints of collection management, access and accountability. 
The randomness of alphabetical listing reveals similarities among 
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approaches to the book space at different periods and to ostensibly 
quite different ends. Typologies, moveable parts, commentary, visual 
text and self-reflexive games as well as annotation, alteration and 
collage are among the formal and generic analogues.

New links and likenesses are stimulating, but are they significant? 
The highest duty of both books and readers is to produce meaning. 
Artists’ books at best are books. They have information for us. They 
expose. They can be critical, and political. They turn over ideas, 
including ideas about the book itself; they are cybernetic, and they 
play. You can lose and find yourself in a book. Some poetry will out.

The great service of this commentated bibliography is to discover 
that the experience of artists’ books encourages the art of reading:  
a rich, productive reception, such as people perform in their gallery-
going. With minds and sensors thus attuned, why would you not 
turn the same attention outward and backwards, to the whole world 
of books: the texts and depictions that have been instantiated and 
promulgated in portable visual and material formats? The categorical 
ladder falls away.

Elizabeth James
Senior Librarian
National Art Library, V&A Museum
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