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Introduction (and a disclosure)

This paper is a research project in progress. Its purpose 
is to begin to articulate the relationship between 
research and the practice of publishing books on art 
and architecture. It is a first-hand account of a single 
publishing project, and it does not, as yet, draw any 
conclusions, except to point to the future direction 
that research in this field and for this practitioner 
might take. Future research may adopt one of several 
approaches: a history of art book publishing in South 
Africa; changes in the publishing of art books in the 
international arena in the last twenty-five years; some 
landmark publications on art in South Africa; art 
books and the digital age: the future of the book as 
we know it.

Being, for the most part, outside of the academy and 
working in a professional publishing environment 
usually means that research follows a long way after 
practice. (Disclosure: I was the managing editor of a 
small independent South African publisher for five 
years and have now started my own publishing company, 
publishing books on art, design and architecture, as 
well as limited-edition prints. I have also curated 
exhibitions and collaborated with a printmaking 
workshop as part of my work in book publishing). In 
other words, the process of creating (writing; making 
books on art, architecture or design; and collaborating 
on print editions) involves an intensity of practice that 
rarely is given expression or explication in a research 
environment. Added to this is that the practice of 
making art books is punctuated at every turn by the 
day-to-day logistics of getting a book project into 
the world. The practice is thus ‘contaminated’ by the 
intrusions of the workaday business context: liaison 
with industry professionals such as book designers, 
printers and photographers; meetings with artists and 
authors; fundraising; writing contracts; submitting 
tenders and quotes; bookkeeping; supervising book 
design and production; and marketing the books or 
prints.

Practice is further complicated by the multilayered 
nature of the working environment. Flowing out of 
and around the process of making and publishing 
art books are (in my own case) the activities associ-
ated with a printmaking workshop, bookstores and a 
working gallery. This means that each book project 
is inflected with intangible influences: looking at art 
in a gallery context (with its curatorial, spatial and 
economic imperatives); observing the highly technical 

processes of printmaking (both hand and industrial 
printing); interactions with practicing artists; buying, 
displaying and selling books; and the production 
and dissemination of material related to all of these 
influences (reviews, website material, press releases, 
newsletters, short essays and so on).

All of the above means that research is diffuse, stretched 
in a number of possible directions, seeking influences 
and clarity without the benefit of any suspension of 
practice – the work must go on. It also means that 
research becomes, for a practicing book editor, an 
exercise in fantasy: one seeks to create a research 
object or project that is really an art book in disguise, 
the art book that one would like to make given the ideal 
circumstances (in other words, having enough money, 
resources and expertise). In the process one has the 
advantage (or disadvantage) of knowing beforehand 
what the possible audience for such a fantasy might 
be, since in one’s practice one is never allowed to 
forget the audience (more particularly, the buying 
audience). The research therefore (and perhaps to 
its advantage) lacks the ‘purity’ of academic practice 
(though of course academic practice is driven by the 
imperatives of publishing for promotion. However, my 
sense is that this is, in an ideal situation, a secondary 
outcome of a pursuit that is undertaken primarily 
for itself, primarily for the benefits of research, as 
espoused by an academic institution, or at least as 
declared by an institution and the researchers within 
that institution. So, against the ‘publish or perish’ 
dictum is the ideal of research for its own sake).

There is of course the research that forms part of 
the creative territory of a book project itself. Before 
one brings a book into the world, even if one is not 
the writer or the primary editor of the book, one 
engages in research that will enable expert editing 
and will inform the aesthetic character of the book. In 
other words, before giving any thought to the design 
of a book, one begins with the work (and the artist, 
architect or author as an extension of that work). One 
engages in a series of debates about form and content, 
philosophical and theoretical underpinnings, and 
context (academic, artistic, historical) that give rise 
to the environment in which the work is situated. 
In this instance, then, research is the practice, the 
activity that gives rise to the making (and ultimately, 
marketing) of art books.

Case-study

I provide one example as a way of illustrating my 
opening remarks. In 2006 I was the co-originator of 
a book project on a production of Wolfgang Amadeus 
Mozart’s The Magic Flute by the South African artist, 
William Kentridge. Ultimately I would contribute 
an essay, and interview and the introduction to the 
book as well as serving as editor and project manager, 
so in this case my involvement in the project was 
more complex than usual. In the first stages of the 
project, a number of conversations played out around 
several important questions. What would go into the 
book (photographs, drawings, essays, interviews, a 
bibliography, a timeline, an index)? What form would 
the book take – given that there had already been 
several monographs on Kentridge by well-known 
publishers (Phaidon, the New Museum)? Would we opt 
for a big book, would we use a coated or an uncoated 
paper stock, would we offer both a standard softcover 
and a deluxe hardcover version? Who would write the 
essays, do the interviews, provide an introduction or 
preface? Would we wait until the opera reached South 
Africa so that we could include images from these 
productions, or would we aim to have it ready so that 
it could sell at the South African premiere (as much a 
marketing as an aesthetic question)? Who would be 
our audience – opera lovers, collectors of Kentridge’s 
work, art historians (again, as much a marketing as 
an aesthetic question)?

As we circled these questions, my own research crept 
along and included some reading on various produc-
tions of the opera through the ages, as well as dipping 
into biographies of Mozart and his librettist Emanuel 
Schikaneder (and, on a tangent but following both 
Mozart and Kentridge’s threads, some reading on 
Egyptology and Freemasonry). But it also included 
much looking at books on opera and theatre, big and 
small, good, bad and indifferent. This process helped 
to concretise some of the ideas for the book, and 
suggested things that should be avoided, and others 
that we could emulate without slavishly copying (the 
secret here is to have a good designer who can look at 
lots of examples of things and then set them aside and 
create something original and interesting).

By early 2007, we had made some key decisions: 
we would make a small book, in contrast to the big 
monographs on Kentridge that had preceded ours. 
This book would be handy; small enough to read in bed 
but big enough to do justice to the beautiful drawings 
and photographs to be included. It would be a book one 

could flip through (interestingly we succeeded better 
in this aim than we intended because the softcover 
of the book, more ‘flippable’ and handier than the 
sumptuous hardcover, sold out very quickly, partly no 
doubt because it was cheaper but also partly because 
people simply liked it better).

We went back and forth for a while on the question 
of paper stock. At first I proposed an uncoated paper, 
rougher to the touch than most art book papers, but 
sturdy and creamy. This idea held sway for a while until 
we considered the quality of the images that the paper 
would yield. The drawings, done mostly in charcoal 
or pastel, would fare well, but the photographs would 
suffer. Uncoated paper draws ink into its fibres much 
more so than coated stock, which means that in order 
to get good strong colours, the printers have to put 
down more ink than usual. This poses two dangers: 
a muddying of the image because there is simply too 
much ink on (or in) the paper, and loss of detail in the 
photograph, particularly in darker areas of the image. 
We looked carefully through the photographs available 
to us and decided to use, for the production itself, 
images by one photographer who had documented the 
performances of the opera at La Monnaie in Brussels 
where it had had its premiere. The images were dark 

– largely as a result of the backdrops used in the produc-
tion and the often-sombre lighting. Uncoated paper 
would be cruel to these photographs, and our book 
would suffer as a result. I was reluctant to drop the idea, 
because with it would go a certain concept for the book 

– as a tactile expression of the myriad drawings made 
in preparation for the opera and for the backdrops and 
projections; as an object that steered clear of the ‘high 
art’ feel of the earlier books on Kentridge’s work; as a 
kind of diary of a many-layered art project. But in the 
end, practical considerations won out over concept 
for its own sake. The next best option (constrained of 
course by a limited budget) was a triple-coated matte 
art paper, sturdy and reliable, but that would yield 
good colours and be durable. We would retain some 
of the original ideas, but in other ways than through 
the paper stock: through the size of the book, the use 
of an uncoated paper for the end papers, and through 
smart but unpretentious design. We would also include 
the artist’s doodles and sketches as dividers between 
various sections of the book.

The question of what would go into the book had 
multiple answers. In deciding on what images to 
include, we were spoilt for choice. Kentridge has a keen 
graphic eye, and since he was creating works for stages 
in large European and American opera houses, the 
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drawings and sketches are filled with strong, sweeping 
lines. But they are also remarkably detailed and often 
almost architectural in their precision and attention 
to minutiae. We would include many of these, partly 
to illustrate the character of Kentridge’s production of 
the opera, but also to demonstrate that his drawing is 
a kind of intellectual and visual rehearsal and thinking 
process for the final production (‘thinking aloud’, as he 
calls it). The photographs of the La Monnaie produc-
tions were superb and would anchor the book visually, 
but we also had some rehearsal photographs, as well 
as photographs documenting various stages of the 
making of the backdrops, costumes and other stage 
furniture. These would lend a ‘human’ scale to the 
book, which we were looking for – it was not to be a 
grand ‘opera book’ but something less intimidating, 
more personable (though not, for that, too colloquial 
or lacking in visual and textual quality).

Given that Kentridge is an extraordinarily prolific 
draughtsman, the key to the manageability of the 
many images was disciplined editing (and design of 
course, which goes hand in hand with visual editing). 
Choices were governed not only by the strength 
of the images, but by what needed to be conveyed 
through the drawings – what story would be told 
not by the opera production but by the book about 
this production. The book had to create and sustain 
its own narrative, one that would be carried by the 
organising of the images – their sequence, as well as 
their relationship to each other and to the text. So 
alongside detailed drawings of temples were quick 
sketches suggesting stage and costume design, or 
simply as a visual ‘toying’ with an idea.

A key decision was made early in the process to include 
a second Kentridge work in the book. While he was at 
work on the opera, Kentridge produced a number of 
‘preparatory’ drawings and objects that then became 
self-standing artworks. One of these was the maquette 
of the opera stage that he made in his studio in order 
to rehearse, in miniature, the choreography of the 
production. This miniature stage became the model 
for the work called Black Box/Chambre Noire, which 
had been commissioned by the Deutsche Guggenheim 
in 2003. This work would give us, in a sense, the dark 
side of our jubilant book on The Magic Flute. Where 
the latter celebrated the rational thinking of the 
Enlightenment, its triumph of good over evil, light 
over darkness, Black Box exposed the failure of the 
Enlightenment in the encounter of Europe and Africa. 
Serving as a kind of eulogy for the Herero people who 
were massacred by the German army in South West 

Africa at the beginning of the twentieth- century, 
Black Box brought the story of (Kentridge’s produc-
tion of) The Magic Flute to a bitter close. Sustaining 
a dialogue between these two works was not difficult 
in the artist’s mind, since the one had grown out of 
the other, but the pairing of the two works presented 
a challenge for the making of the book. How would 
the book hold these two stories in tandem so that 
the reader understood their relationship to each 
other? How would the dour images of skulls and the 
death lists of Black Box hold their own against the 
lush photographs of the opera performance? The 
inclusion of this work set in motion a second train 
of research for the project: the German occupation 
of South West Africa in the nineteenth-century (and 
by extension, the broader colonial project that saw 
European countries carving up the continent for their 
own consumption in 1850); the conflicts between the 
indigenous peoples of the region and the colonists that 
led to an uprising and the subsequent massacre. All of 
this would feed indirectly into the way we conceived 
and shaped the book in the months to come.

A final important decision about what would be 
included in the book came as a result of trying to 
find a way to marry the two halves. An important 
tool in his preparation of the opera was Kentridge’s 
prolific printmaking. As was usual in his preparation 
for major projects such as this, the making of prints 
was integral to his conceptualisation both of The 
Magic Flute and Black Box and including them in 
the book would provide us with another strand of 
the narrative and give us the segueway we needed 
between the two parts. Ultimately these pieces of the 
story (which posed design and editorial challenges) 
would be represented (or solved, as designers like 
to say) in certain of the design elements of the book, 
but in particular in the cover and the end papers. The 
former incorporated a projection made for The Magic 
Flute and, in addition to the artist’s name, the word 
‘Flute’ in bright fuchsia with a glossy spot varnish. The 
two birds in the projection image allude to the central 
motif of the opera and to the charming and funny 
figure of Papageno (ultimately a kind of alter-ego for 
Kentridge himself). At the same time, the gallows 
right in the centre of the front cover (an image which 
gave many who saw the mock-up of the cover pause, 
including the book rep who would have to sell it to the 
bookstores) alludes to the themes of Black Box. This 
dark image is at odds with the bright pink of the title, 
but taken together, they suggest exactly what we were 
seeking to represent in the book. 

The end papers also, on a thick uncoated paper stock, 
presented the two ends of the story – the front one 
showed one of Kentridge’s drawings of the cosmos (a 
spiral of stars) for The Magic Flute and the back one 
the Todesliste of the names of the dead in the South 
West Africa massacre. These two images suggested 
Kentridge’s repeated references to the opening and 
the closing of the Enlightenment project – its optimism 
that contained within it the destructive rationalism 
of colonialism, and its cynical exploitation of the 
unbending ‘Dark Continent’.

And finally, what would be the textual elements of 
the book? An essay by a specialist in eighteenth-
century opera (and its contemporary manifestations) 
was already written and would give us the scholarly 
content that we felt the book required (both to contex-
tualise Kentridge’s work on the opera and to allow 
the book to take its place in the Kentridge academic 
canon); Kentridge’s notes on the making of the opera 
and on the rehearsals would give us the feeling of a 
journal that had been part of our original vision for 
the book; an essay on the printmaking would help to 
explicate the place of the opera in the broader context 
of Kentridge’s work and its connection to Black Box; 
an interview with the artist, who talked often and 
eloquently of his plans for the opera and the source 
material and ideas that informed his production, 
would accompany some of the rehearsal photos and 
the preparatory drawings; and an essay on Black Box 
itself would be necessary to provide insight on the 
work – a complex piece that incorporates history and 
puppet theatre, as well as references to Mozart’s music.

Practice and research

Assembling an art book is something like making a 
jigsaw puzzle, only less precise perhaps. You have to 
hand the pieces that will make up the whole and you 
have a picture of what that whole might look like. The 
artist, the editor and the designer are the collaborating 
puzzle-makers, each applying more or less pressure as 
the process unfolds. The book itself quickly assumes 
its own character and dictates the moving of the pieces. 
Making the pieces ‘fit’ requires hours and days of 
shifting and shaping, deleting, redoing, replacing, 
excising. At a critical point, though quite late in the 
process, a major shift in the book structure took place. 
We had been using photographs of the opera produc-
tion in the early sections of the book – to illustrate 
points made by the artist in the interview and in his 
notes – and had hoped to work up to a crescendo in 
the section dedicated to the opera production. But it 

became clear that we were stealing our own thunder by 
doing this. The book lacked tension – that rare quality 
in good books that keeps the reader turning pages. The 
buildup to the denouement not only of the opera but of 
the book itself was somewhat undermined by our use 
of the production photographs from so early on in the 
book, so we revised the entire first third of the book, 
and immediately the pieces fell into place and we had 
our slow crescendo and climax.

This essay does not seek to assess the success or failure 
of a single book project – that is left to history, the 
critics and the booksellers to decide. My discussion 
of this book project is intended not so much as a blow 
by blow account of the making of a book, but rather a 
reflection on the various strands of research feeding 
into the practice, the physical putting together of 
one book on the work of one artist. The editor and 
publisher become both bit players in the research 
project that occupies the artist in his or her prepara-
tion for and execution of a major project, as well as 
custodians of that research, historians or archivists. 
They are also makers and editors of the canon, censors 
of a kind, not through any authority bestowed upon 
them by the community that they serve, but simply 
by virtue of the choices that they make, by what they 
choose to publish and then what they include in and 
leave out of the books they publish. They are not the 
artist, but they extend the reach and influence of the 
artist’s work.

Art books occupy a strange middle ground between 
fiction and history. On the one hand, they are 
documents of a creative process – records of what was 
made by whom and with what impact on the broader 
cultural community, both local and international. On 
the other, they are another layer in the creative process 
itself, a strand of the artist’s own narrative about their 
work, and in this sense, they are fiction – nobody can 
hold them to account, except to judge whether they 
are good to read or look at, but not whether they are 
true (in the way that history books are ‘true’). Perhaps 
then it might be argued that the practice of making art 
books (editing, writing and designing them) is akin to 
art-making in its relationship to research. Practice 
gives rise to and is the reason for research. Research 
is conducted in a variety of ways by artists, but where 
it is undertaken to give an art project theoretical and 
intellectual weight it resembles what happens in the 
publishing of art books. The book itself is the object 
around which the research (philosophical, historical, 
technical) circulates. The one without the other would 
be like a dog without teeth.


