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Abstract 

 

This practice-based research project asks, what happens when we take the tradition of using gold or golden 

material as a powerfully communicative material in the book, and continue its use in the contemporary artist’s 

book? 

The research draws together two contextual lenses.  The first will explore and explain the definitions of 

contemporary artists’ books and focus on areas of current artist’s book practice within which my work is 

situated.  The second will identify the qualities of gold appropriate for the making of book artefacts, and explore 

the use of gold in historical illuminated manuscripts examining how this tradition can be revisited in the 

contemporary context of artists’ books.  In so doing, this study recommends a broadening of the term ‘artist’s 

book’ to make connections with and include historical illuminated manuscripts.  

This research is presented as a connective exegesis which can benefit future practice researchers by providing a 

detailed example, as well as an explanation of how a range of modes of practice constitute research and 

contribute to the development of new knowledge.  Interacting methods such as reflective journaling, iterative 

making, the writing of artist’s statements and exhibiting are used to address three central questions within 

artist’s book practice.  These research questions concern materials, volume, and process, for the purpose of 

developing the auratic qualities of book-work towards creating a response of wonder. 

First, the research aims to discover whether different gold-like materials create equal effects in an artist’s book, 

or whether actual gold is necessary to achieve a greater response, as in historical illuminated manuscripts.  

Second, the research asks whether the response is affected by the volume of gold used in an artist’s book.  Third, 

the research investigates the different effects of digital and hand-made processes and considers the notion that 

traditional materials that are applied by hand, such as gold leaf, can affect the aura of an artist’s book.  

The practice presented in part-fulfilment of the research includes both experimental and resolved pieces as well 

as three ‘exemplar book-works’ which demonstrate a range of findings including the communicative potential of 

gold to surprise and arrest, invite contemplation, dazzle with reflected light, and develop auratic qualities in a 

contemporary artist’s book.  This study takes gold forward from its historical traditions and explores it in new 

ways in the contemporary artist’s book.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

This practice-based research study asks, what happens when we take the tradition of using gold or golden 

material as a powerfully communicative material in the book, and continue its use in the contemporary artist’s 

book? 

My practice seeks to explore the use of gold or golden material in contemporary artists’ books.  It both draws on 

and departs from existing traditions of using gold in books.  Gold is a material that has historically been 

commonly used in hand-made books as well as in traditional bookbinding, but is not widely used or discussed in 

relation to contemporary artists’ books, signifying the value of this research.  I conducted a search of a range of 

special collections in libraries including the British Library, London and St Peter’s House Library, Brighton as 

well as editions of the Book Arts Newsletter (a specialist monthly publication by the Centre for Fine Print, 

University of the West of England), and finding no artists’ books with gold in them I elicited the advice of 

leading authority on artists’ books, Sarah Bodman, who confirmed that my findings were accurate, stating that 

‘There are not many examples of Book Artists using gold or golden materials in the contemporary artist’s book’, 

and that she ‘can’t recall a single other example’ (Bodman, direct communication, 11.10.2017).  Where I have 

encountered individual examples, and there are very few (examples include Les Bicknell’s Anticipating 

Tomorrow (1995) and are cited in Chapter 4), the use of gold represents a one-off use of the material and not 

part of a continuing intention.  Exploring the use of gold in contemporary artists’ books is the key concern of 

this research, and led to a revisiting of historical uses of gold in books, establishing a connection between 

lessons from the past and present day-practice.  By identifying and demonstrating connections between 

contemporary artists’ books and historical illuminated manuscripts this study will challenge and expand the 

currently held definition of artists’ books, which is that they should be made with consciousness and reference 

to the artist’s book-form (Drucker, 2004) – thereby excluding all similar artefacts prior to the 1960s when the 

term ‘artist’s book’ was coined.  This will become part of the contribution of new knowledge and understanding 

that this study makes to the field of artists’ books.   

This research project inhabits the knowledge field of artists’ books.  Artists’ books constitute a genre of visual 

art practice which has been recognised internationally since the 1960s.  A definition and discussion of the 

parameters of the genre will follow in Chapter 3.  As a former silversmith my own practice has roots in 

metalwork and developed towards artists’ books when I undertook an MA at Camberwell College of Arts, UAL, 
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in 2014, where I explored the numinous in the artist’s book.  This doctoral research project was born from that 

interest and focuses on materials and the way I could use them in my practice to evoke an emotional response. 

My practice research experiments with different materials to create a variety of effects in artist’s book-forms.  

The practice research has led to a focus on the effect of materials which create glow and a focus on the effect of 

ephemeral or perishable materials.  I have also used glowing and ephemeral materials together and found that 

this can create a particular effect.  Through this iterative practice research I found that gold can have a greater 

impact than other reflective materials such as day-glo card, silver, and metallic foil.   

As gold became central to the practice I explored the use of gold in books through theoretical research in two 

contexts which came to frame the practice: the context of contemporary artists’ books, and the context of 

historical traditions of gold in books which focuses in particular on illuminated manuscripts where gold was 

extensively used. 

Clear gaps in the current field of knowledge of artists’ books emerged.  Firstly, there are few practitioners in the 

current field of practice who consistently use gold as part of visual language.  Secondly, gold as a material in the 

contemporary artist’s book has not been discussed in the written dialogue concerning artists’ books.  And 

thirdly, a connection has not hitherto been made between historical illuminated manuscripts and contemporary 

artists’ books.  It is here where the significance of this research project lies. 

The research design is a ‘connective exegesis’.  As Hamilton and Jaaniste note (as cited in Ings, 2015), this is a 

collection of research practices that combine to form a complete research story.  My exegesis is a multifaceted 

inquiry which includes a range of approaches, including evidence of inquiry, method and sequence of research, 

and demonstrates how original contribution to knowledge is gained.  Within this exegesis I will be able to 

demonstrate the contributions made by a range of research activities, such as the integration of artist’s 

statements into practice, and explain how they affect each other and how they cumulatively contribute to new 

knowledge. 

This research will present both theoretical and practical approaches within an exegesis (explained in Chapter 2).  

Firstly, to support an informed and appropriate reading of the practice aspect of this research and position the 

study in its unique context, two lenses are presented in the theoretical research section:  Chapter 3 will discuss 

the context of contemporary artists’ books, and frame my practice within a present-day setting;  Chapter 4 will 

discuss the historical context of gold within books and present an argument for an expanded definition of artists’ 
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books to include such historical book artefacts.  Secondly, Chapter 5 will present the practice within which my 

research questions are explored.  

In addressing the definition of an artist’s book in Chapter 3, the context explored includes key sources such as 

The Century of Artists’ Books (Drucker, 2004), A Century of Artists Books by Riva Castleman (1995) and A 

Manifesto for the Book (Bodman and Sowden, 2010).  I conducted primary and secondary research into 

specialist library collections such as those at Tate Britain, London, the Victoria and Albert Museum, London, 

the Smithsonian, Washington, USA, St Peter’s House Library, Brighton, and the Ministry of Books collection at 

the University of Portsmouth.  I also bring into the discussion a range of examples by contemporary book artists 

such as Helen Douglas, Li Hong Bo, Julie Johnstone and Coracle Press.   

I refer to A History of Illuminated Manuscripts (De Hamel, 2001) as a main source on the use of gold in 

historical manuscripts in Chapter 4.  I also refer to a range of historical book artefacts which contain gold as one 

of their key materials.  Exhibition catalogues such as Fifty Mediaeval and Renaissance Manuscripts (Rober, 

1958), are included in the secondary source context.  Primary research into historical book artefacts which 

incorporate gold was conducted at the British Library’s rare books collection, London.  I conducted interviews 

with British artist-bookbinder Kate Holland and Australian contemporary illuminator Susan Ciantar as primary 

research into the contemporary use of gold in the making of books.   

I examined the properties of gold which make it an appealing material in a contemporary artist’s book and refer 

back to historical uses of gold in the book, making particular use of the extensive work of C.H.V. (Humphrey) 

Sutherland, formerly Keeper of Coins at the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford and Curator of Pictures at Christ 

Church, in his book Gold: its Beauty, Power and Allure (Sutherland, 1959) in Chapter 4.  I discuss common 

cultural associations with gold throughout history in a global context, as well as its physical and metallurgical 

properties.  Gold has a spiritual quality and is therefore used in religious books and this study considers that it 

could have the same communicative potential in contemporary artists’ books, recapturing its original intention.  

A range of artists who are particularly known for their use of gold are included, such as Gustav Klimt, Yves 

Klein, and contemporary arte povera artist Giuseppe Penone.  To explore an alternative view I discuss 

contemporary book artefacts and art works such as Maurizio Cattelan’s gold toilet America (2016) to 

demonstrate how gold can be used in artefacts to elicit a varied range of emotional responses.  An explanation of 

the place and importance of theory to the project follows in Chapter 2, Research Design and Methodology. 
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In my practice research I focus on one response from my research into gold’s communicative potential, wonder.  

My practice research revealed this to be an effect that gold can create in a book-form, I have seen wonder as an 

effect of gold used in historical manuscripts, and am taking it into secular contemporary artist’s book practice as 

a direction for my research questions explored through practice research.  This research notes that the effect of 

wonder is subjective.  The book-works are peer-reviewed through exhibitions and an artist’s residency, and 

received a positive response. 

The research questions posed are explored through the practice which addresses questions of material, volume 

and process concerning gold in contemporary artists’ books.  The research includes a number of fully resolved 

book-works as well as material experiments, and an exemplar book-work for each of the three practice research 

questions is presented in part-fulfilment of the research.  The first research question investigated through 

practice, Gold or Goldness: do different golden materials evoke wonder equally? experiments with other 

reflective materials that are like gold to compare their effect.  The second research question explored through 

practice is How Much is Too Much: is wonder affected by volume?  Here I explore whether the volume of gold 

used in an artist’s book changes its effect, and test the hypothesis that ‘less is more’ – that what we perceive as 

an excess of gold or goldness might fail to evoke a particular emotional response.  The third research question is 

Aura and the Making Process: does wonder depend on how it is made?  This practice research will explore the 

notion that hand-made artists’ books may have a greater communicative quality than those made with machine 

or digital processes.  The research will consider the notion of the ‘aura’ of an artist’s book and will compare the 

effects of a digital printed single page image to those of a hand-made artist’s book equivalent.  An explanation 

of the place and importance of practice research to the project follows in Chapter 2. 

In my practice research I use reflective journals as a forum for reflection, technical notation, and free writing as 

a research method, described in Chapter 2.  I respond to relevant external calls for proposals as a way of 

stretching, challenging and developing the research.  For completed artist’s book-works, whether exhibited or 

not, artist’s statements have been written to further articulate and interpret the work.  A list of exhibitions 

undertaken, together with other research activities such as narrative writing, and an academic paper written for a 

conference at the University of Brighton, appears in Chapter 2.  I make reference to these and other peripheral 

research activities within the connective exegesis where relevant.  

Limitations to the study are that in practice-based visual art research not every possible variation of material and 

form can be explored, and the final artefacts are subjective both in the choices of their maker and in the way 
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viewers read them.  However, the practical work will follow methods of planning, making, reflecting and 

concluding sufficient to be systematic and meaningfully rigorous, discussed in Chapter 2 and demonstrated in 

Chapter 5.  Practical work can go through ‘testing’ in the forms of prototyping and exhibiting book-works.  This 

does not provide completely generalisable results, however in this form of research knowledge is gained through 

an iterative and reflective process informed by theoretical research.  My methodology and research design are 

explained in Chapter 2.   

This research hopes to lay the ground for future research explorations (expanded on in Chapter 6, Conclusion).  

The findings concerning the way gold in artists’ books can create emotional responses can provide a model for 

questioning the communicative potential of other methods and materials in contemporary artists’ books, such as 

the use of glass, wood and clay, which were considered in the early stages of this study before the primary 

concern was established.  This research makes the case that historical illuminated manuscripts that use gold can 

be situated within a broadened definition of the artist’s book, thereby altering the field of discussion for future 

researchers in this area.  

Presenting the research project in the form of a connective exegesis can also be seen as a contribution to the 

field of research in artists’ books, and indeed to research in the creative arts more widely.  It is largely since 

2004 (Ings, 2015) that the difficulties of presenting practice-based work as research have begun to be addressed, 

and my research contributes a further exemplar to the growing body of exegeses across a range of creative 

disciplines.  Further academic research into variations of exegeses and approaches to presenting practice as 

rigorous research will now have this example of an exegesis in the discipline of artists’ books to draw on, which 

is a new research design in this discipline and is therefore part of the value of this study.    

Here I will define some key terms as they will be used in this research. 

Artists’ books 

This is a term which has consistently eluded a finite definition.  I will address the definition of an artist’s book 

in more detail in Chapter 3.  To summarise, I am using the term ‘artist’s book’ to describe artefacts in the genre 

of book arts: art objects that interpret subjects through innovative book-forms, made by an artist who identifies 

as a book artist.  While that is how the term is used in this research study, I also seek to broaden the definition of 

the artist’s book as part of this research. 
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Gold 

In the Chapter 4 I use the term gold to apply to element 79, what we commonly know as the precious metal gold 

in its purest, most usable form, 24-karat.  I use the terms goldness and golden to describe gold-like colour, or 

gold-like light, rather than the metal itself.  In Chapter 5, where the descriptions of practice are derived largely 

from my reflective journals (see Chapter 2) and the writing is less formal and more intuitive, the term ‘gold’ is 

used more loosely, encompassing imitation gold leaf and other materials, particularly when the term appears as 

a quotation from contemporaneous practice notes. 

Wonder 

Having noticed the communicative potential of gold both historically (Chapter 4) and in my practice, I have 

selected one effect to focus on in my practice: that of evoking an emotion of wonder.  The term ‘wonder’ is used 

in Chapter 5 in discussing the practice research.  I have given much attention to defining ‘wonder’ and selecting 

it as an appropriate term (Appendix 7).  The term is used in this study to refer to an emotion common to 

humankind which has been much documented by theorists across time, albeit with different names.  While what 

this study will term ‘wonder’ has been described as ‘the sublime’ and ‘awe’, among other terms, all these terms 

have been applied to descriptions of a similar emotional response, one of a moment of arrest, a 

discombobulation of the senses, and a joyous surprise.  

Aura 

The term ‘aura’ is used in Chapter 3.  A collection of references will be drawn together in that section to define 

aura as a perceived specialness, commonly of an original artefact rather than a copy.  The aura of an object is 

intangible, yet is recognised and has been written about, such as in the alchemical idea of ‘spirit in matter’, 

Walter Benjamin’s use of the term in reference to an original art object which has more value and significance 

than its multiples (Benjamin, 1935), and more recently Jesse Prinz’s use of the term ‘power’ in place of aura, in 

his writing about the same phenomenon. 

Practice research 

I will discuss the terminology appropriate to my research methods in Chapter 2,  where I will discuss terms such 

as ‘practice-based’ in relation to my research methods and explain that I have chosen to refer to the part of my 

research which explores research questions through practice as ‘practice research’.  This term will appear 

throughout the study. 
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Wabi-sabi 

Collins Dictionary defines wabi-sabi as a ‘Japanese term which means a way of living that focuses on finding 

beauty within the imperfections of life and accepting peacefully the natural cycle of growth and decay’.  The 

term wabi-sabi will mainly be used in this research in Chapter 5 in reference to the notion that perishable and 

ephemeral materials used in the contemporary artist’s book can contribute to an effect of wonder. 

Dutch gold 

In Chapter 5, which describes the practice research, the term ‘Dutch gold’ is used.  Dutch gold is an affordable 

imitation gold leaf made from a brass alloy.  Dutch gold leaf has been used in the practice research for 

experimental pieces as it provides a sufficient impression of the effect of 24-karat gold.  24-karat gold leaf has 

been used in some of the book-works. 
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Chapter 2 Research Approaches and Methodology 

Research methods in the field of the arts have been much discussed since Donald Schön’s 1983 book The 

Reflective Practitioner.  Numerous terms and models have been identified across arts disciplines to demonstrate 

how practice can form, in company with theory, meaningful and appropriate research.  This chapter seeks to 

explain how practice and theory work together as methodological pluralism in the research design for this 

project. 

Here I will explain why I have chosen the exegesis as the form in which I am presenting my research and why it 

offers the most appropriate range and flexibility to demonstrate my working methods.   

There are various conundrums associated with presenting practice as academic research.  As Henk Borgdorff 

claims, ‘The content of what artistic research investigates seems to elude direct access.  It has an experiential 

component that cannot be efficiently expressed’. (Borgdorff, 2011, p. 47).  As Borgdorff highlights, practice 

research involves a range of modes of research and types of knowledge-gaining.  My research project has 

required a complex interplay between theoretical research into areas of historical context as well as practical 

making, reflecting and remaking.  I have used exhibiting, as well as interviewing, reflective journaling, and 

narrative writing, as research methods.  

Presenting such research activities and demonstrating how the research took place and how knowledge was 

gained does not easily bend to fit a classic thesis model, which tends not to offer a place for what Borgdorff 

calls ‘guiding intuitions and chance inspirations (which) are just as important for motivation and dynamism of 

research as methodological prescriptions and discursive justifications’ (Borgdorff, 2011, p. 55).  

Thus, I have sought an alternative approach for presenting my research which accommodates and bridges both 

theoretical and practical research, writing and making, and a range of creative research methods, described in 

Chapter 5. 

In seeking an appropriate format for presenting my practice research I have looked particularly to Morrison 

(2017) and Ings (2015), who discuss the exegesis as a design for expressing creative practice as academic 

research.  As Nelson, cited in Ings, notes, ‘in creative, practice-led research degrees […] the exegesis has been 

reconceptualised as a cultural contribution to scholarship’. (Nelson, cited in Ings, 2015, p. 1277). 

An exegesis is an interpretation and explanation of creative research which encompasses all the particular and 

peculiar characteristics of that research and provides flexibility for them to be demonstrated as a whole body, 
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under one ‘kappe’, or cloak.  The word exegesis comes from the Greek word ‘exegeisthai’ meaning to interpret 

or explain.  The exegesis allows for the documentation of academic research within practice disciplines in a way 

that sufficiently accommodates the originality, rigour and significance of that research.  

Andrew Morrison, Director of the Centre for Design Research at the Oslo School of Architecture and Design 

writes (2017) on the place of the exegesis as an appropriate form of assessment in the creative arts.  He sees the 

kappe, or exegesis, as a way of interweaving the theoretical and creative components of the research and 

‘conceptualising them as an integrated whole’ (Morrison, 2017, p. 123), where the entire process of information-

gathering, insight, and creative production is situated – as a way ‘to research a single question in two languages’ 

(Morrison, 2017, p. 124).  This seems a highly appropriate approach to presenting my research, as it allows for 

the more formal exploration of critical context – the theoretical research – and the practice research to be 

presented together. 

The exegesis is an emerging approach to documenting academic scholarship and research that has grown in 

importance over the last two decades, with academics in Australia in particular leading the development.  Ings 

discusses a range of cases where exegesis has been an appropriate ‘authorial announcement’ of the researcher 

(Ings, 2015, p. 1277).  These areas of research include architecture, archaeology, voice, poetics and narration.  

With my research project, book arts can now be included in the range of disciplines for which exegesis can be 

an effective approach to presenting practice research.  As Ings asserts, ‘By critically embracing the idea of 

effective (rather than simply traditional) modes of knowledge design and dissemination, the academy is able to 

engage usefully with shifts in the ways wider society presents and consumes information’. (Ings, 2015, p. 1281).  

This points to the appropriateness of developing flexible designs to demonstrate rigour, significance and 

originality within a contemporary multimedia landscape. 

Book arts itself is a relatively newly recognised art form (Chapter 3) which also communicates in ‘two 

languages’ (Morrison, 2017, p. 124): like a book, it can have a theoretical subject, and like art, an aesthetic 

language.  My research has two theoretical contexts, contemporary artists’ books and historical illuminated 

manuscripts, which have been researched with formal methods using primary and secondary sources; and 

practice research which has a fluid, interweaving, instinctive and idiosyncratic nature and needs to be presented 

with less formality, while still with rigour.  As Ings says, the exegesis can ‘draw greater congruencies between 

practice and its contextualisation’ (Ings, 2015, p. 1278), thereby providing an approach for presenting practice 

research in book arts.     
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An exegesis can therefore be seen as ‘writing to interface effectively with the nature and calibre of the creative 

work’. (Nelson, as cited in Ings, 2015, p. 1277).  However different models of exegesis have been proposed.  

Ings cites Milech and Schilo (2004) as identifying two models of PhD exegesis: the ‘context model’, that adopts 

an objective academic voice and provides a theoretical or historical context for the practice; and the 

‘commentary model’, that offers a first-person reflection on practice.  My research encompasses both these 

models: therefore I identify with Hamilton’s idea of the ‘connective exegesis’ (Hamilton and Jaaniste, cited in 

Ings, 2015, p. 1279).  This model ‘assumes a dual orientation, looking outwards to the established field of 

research, exemplars and theories, and inwards to the methodologies, processes and outcomes of the practice’ 

(Hamilton, cited in Ings, 2015, p. 1279).  Following this model, my research looks ‘outward’ in Chapters 3 and 

4, and ‘inwards’ in Chapter 5, Research Through Practice.   

I have therefore chosen the exegesis as the form in which I am presenting my research, as it offers the most 

appropriate range and flexibility to demonstrate my working methods.  As Ings says, ‘the exegesis reaches 

beyond the dispassionately prosaic; it touches something of the humanity of the designer.  It is reflective and 

personally insightful.  It makes lyrical links between the researcher and the researched’. (Ings, 2015, p. 1281) 

The purpose of a written exegesis is ‘supporting, contextualising and/or amplifying the creative project’ (Edith 

Cowan University, n.d.).  It can be a multifaceted document showing understanding of ‘previous material in the 

relevant field of enquiry or creative arts genre’, a ‘thorough understanding of the conceptual, theoretical and/or 

cultural context’ and ‘how the (practice-based) research is a substantial and original contribution to knowledge’ 

(Edith Cowan University, n.d.). 

Ings explains the exegesis as a ‘growing form of living discourse with practice through iterations of work and 

ideas surfacing from it, which become part of the theory.  The exegesis is seen as part of the creative work 

because its discussion with practice is also shaped by that practice’. (Ings, 2015, p. 1279).  This definition could 

apply to my use of reflective journals in my practice research, which fit the term ‘living discourse’ and do 

record ongoing process as well as reflections and ideas from it.  The reflective journals are integral to my 

practice and the presentation of practice within exegesis relies heavily on their testimony; however, they do not 

constitute my exegesis, and represent just one of the aspects of it. 

Ings suggests that researchers who present ‘living discourse’ as exegesis ‘design these works as communicative 

documents that draw on both literary and visual communication skills’ (Ings, 2015, p. 1279).  This highlights a 

distinction from my reflective journals which, while heavily informing the presentation of my practice research, 
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are primarily private, non-performative works within which the uncensored and ‘unobserved’ free space they 

afford is essential to their function.  My whole exegesis is designed as a ‘discourse’ or narrative, including a 

range of ‘communicative documents that draw on both literary and visual communication skills’ as cited above.  

Included in this design are artist’s statements, scans of reflective journal pages to show process, and practical 

experiments interwoven with a chronology of the research process. 

My exegesis enables research to be presented in two languages.  Further to this, it also enables both a narrative 

and poetic ‘voice’ – a different style of writing for theoretical and practical aspects of the research.  Hamilton, 

cited in Ings, explains, the exegesis requires reconciliation between ‘the disinterested perspective and academic 

objectivity of an observer (and) the invested perspective of the practitioner/producer’. (Hamilton, cited in Ings, 

2015, p. 1277).  I found it necessary therefore to use formal and more traditionally academic language in 

chapters 3 and 4, whereas I use more emotional and personal language in Chapter 5, Research Through 

Practice.  Ings supports the decision to use different ‘voices’, explaining that ‘the voice that narrates a 

positioning of the researcher, a discussion of methodology, or offers a commentary on aspects of the work, may 

be very different to the voice that critically contextualises practice in relation to existing knowledge, or critiques 

ideas in relation to existing theory’ (Ings, 2015, pp. 1279-1280). 

As well as allowing for different ‘voices’ in the writing, exegesis can accommodate opportunity for 

unconventional decisions relating to typography, layout and emphases to best exemplify the research project and 

provide systems of narration.  Ings cites precedents for exegeses which have made formatting decisions to 

distinguish types of research and to ‘lift the exegesis to higher levels of clarity’ (Ings, 2015 p. 1281).  Ings 

explains this facility of the exegesis: ‘Distinct writing and layout styles are adopted to address both the formal 

analysis of the theorist and the insightfully subjective voice of reflexivity’. (Ings, 2015, p. 1279).  Working 

within the constraints of the Covid pandemic and therefore presenting my exegesis digitally has itself instigated 

decisions in presentation, such as presenting selected artist’s statements in tinted tables. 

This research includes two ‘lenses’ of theoretical knowledge through which the primary concern is viewed 

(Chapters 3 and 4).  The purpose of these is to meaningfully and precisely situate the practical research in 

relevant historical and contemporary theory and practice, in terms of influences and ideas.  This theoretical 

positioning is necessary to allow for an appropriate reading of the finished artefacts within the terms of the 

research aims and questions.  The written study thus contextualises the art practice, demonstrating the 

provenance of my ideas.  It is important to emphasise here the nature of the ‘research through theory’, and its 
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position and function within this research project.  The role of theory in artistic research of this type is 

encapsulated in Kant’s belief that ‘We encounter this (role of theory) in artistic research to the extent that it 

involves the concrete articulation of what moves and engages us’ (Kant, cited in Borgdorff, 2011, p. 51).  In 

other words the theoretical research has to facilitate, inform, inspire and frame the practical research, and does 

not itself require a rigid format.  In this practice-based research, the research through theory is vital and 

contributive; however it ‘loses its status as the primary artefact of a PhD’, (Ednie-Brown, 2017, p. 131).  As 

architectural theorist Pia Ednie-Brown explains, ‘it is in the collaboration between modalities that the important 

work of generating knowledge occurs’ (Ednie-Brown, 2017, p. 132). 

The theoretical research influences the practice research and vice versa.  Discoveries through the theoretical 

research influence and inform a subsequent instance of practice.  An example of this in my research is where my 

reading of In Praise of Shadows (Tanizaki, 2001) led to practical experiments with the reflectiveness of different 

materials in the dark, and the effect of flame illumination on golden surfaces (Chapter 5 Research question 1).  

In this case the practical research supported and affirmed the written theory on the effectiveness of gold in the 

light of a flame.  However, at other times the seesaw was tipped and practical research led to parts of theoretical 

research becoming destabilised and needing to be rewritten.  An example of this is where I experimented with 

different quantities of goldness in practical research, finding that greater proportions of gold were sometimes but 

not always detrimental to the effect of wonder that I was seeking to capture, and this led to a broadening of my 

theoretical research to consider art works that use excessive volumes of gold, which strengthened the context.  

Therefore, the written text is instrumental – inspiring, informing and restraining – to the conception of the 

practical work and the practical work exacts innovation in the theoretical research because of the process of 

making and reflecting. 

Another aspect of the position of theoretical research in this project is that the research into the primary concern 

is driven by the production of the book-work and the practical experimentation, so that although theoretical 

research is essential, for the reasons explained above, it is not the ‘deciding force’ – it is more an inspiration and 

facility for understanding than an area where ‘answers’ to the research questions are sought.  Artist and theorist 

Stephen Scrivener explains this: ‘neither certainty of interpretation nor the binding of new understanding to that 

of the past is a necessary precondition for the collective endorsement of new knowledge’. (Scrivener, 2010, p. 

272).  While Scrivener’s comment concerns research generally, he specifies its meaning in relation to research 

in the field of the arts, by saying, ‘In the case of art, [past knowledge] might merely serve to diminish the 

productive potential of both modes of innovation, since each is an unstable moment in the unmaking and 
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remaking of aesthetic regimes’. (Scrivener, 2010, p. 272).  Therefore, the theoretical, written contribution in this 

research project has the function of facilitating the practical research.  It is this function which guides the 

direction of the theoretical content and gives it at times a more free and creative appearance: for example, my 

research into Indian unfired clay chai cups (Appendix 1), and into traditional Japanese tea houses (Appendix 2), 

both of which inspired the ideas and frames of reference which underpinned the development of the practice 

research.  MacLeod terms this the ‘seesaw effect’ (MacLeod, 2000), whereby after the completion of one phase 

of theoretical research the ensuing practice research will either affirm or destabilise the approach, and enquire 

further.  As a maker and researcher my work will constantly seesaw between theoretical research, reading, and 

making and reflecting through reflective journals.  The combination of these research methods has been termed 

‘revealing a practice’ (MacLeod, 2000), and is essential for the reader of this research to engage with the 

subject. 

Practice-based research is widely understood to mean an original investigation undertaken in order to gain new 

knowledge, partly by means of practice and the outcomes of that practice.  In this research study practice 

complements the theoretical situation of the primary concern and offers more appropriate possibilities for me as 

a practitioner to explore.  Originality and contribution to knowledge may be demonstrated through creative 

outcomes in the form of exemplar book-works.  In the case of this study the works produced in the practice 

research are important demonstrations of the research.  While they are not conceived to constitute the new 

knowledge gained in its entirety, they are the results of a process of testing and investigating.  The shareable 

knowledge is produced through a complex movement across modes, from theoretical research to practical 

making to idiosyncratic actions to reflective journaling and exhibiting.   

Hazel Smith and Roger Dean note that ‘creative work itself is a form of research and generates detectable 

research outputs’ (Smith and Dean, 2009, p. 5).  The product of creative work itself can contribute to the 

outcome of a research process and to the response to a research question; however, in this interpretation we can 

see that new knowledge is garnered through the production and process of making led by theoretical research 

and reflective practice: ‘the processes they (artists) engage in […] can lead to specialised research insights’ 

(Smith and Dean, 2009 p. 5).  The practice generates knowledge, insight and innovation that are different from, 

but complementary to, other research styles, such as a theoretical one: as Bruce Archer puts it, ‘activities that are 

directed towards the acquisition of knowledge’ (Archer, 1995, p. 12).  This ‘connective model’ legitimises the 

knowledge that practice reveals and endorses the methods characterised by the discipline of art.  It also 

acknowledges the dynamic interaction between theory and practice in this research. 
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Contemporary French philosopher Jacques Rancière argues for the interconnectedness between art and its 

articulation in words, going as far as to suggest that art is the practice plus the writing around the practice (as 

cited in Scrivener, 2010).  Rancière describes the relationship between the practice of art and reflecting and 

articulating it in writing as a ‘bond between practices of doing, saying and thinking; a bond that is made, 

unmade and remade’, (Rancière, as cited in Scrivener, 2010, p. 260). 

The methodology in this research study is characterised not just by the written theoretical context and the 

practical experiments and book-works themselves, but also by a series of notations in reflective journals.  These 

reflective journals document, narrate and reflect upon the process and are integral to my practice research 

methods.  This ties in with Rancière’s notion of doing, saying and thinking.  

The reflective journals take the form of twenty-one 148 x 210 mm forty-page sketchbooks.  Each is numbered 

chronologically, showing the sequence of thought and development.  The journals contain a range of research 

methods, including sketching, technical notes, photographs of work in process, gathering of materials, reflective 

notes, references to previous work, photographs of and references to others’ work, exhibitions visited, and 

stream-of-consciousness writing.  The reflective journals record dates, thus recording the pace and progress of 

the work, and I include salient scans of pages in later sections. 

As Carole Gray and Julian Malins state in Visualizing Research (2004), reflective journals are a ‘dynamic and 

recursive reflection process’ (Gray and Malins , 2004, p. 57).  Words and references written at one time may 

give rise to new ideas, or they may appear at that point to have no relevance or obvious significance but become 

instrumental later in the process, and can be revisited because they had been noted.  They are remembered 

through the act of writing.  Written words illuminate either wider or more precise meanings, and so lead to the 

furthering of understanding and interpreting.  For example, in Reflective Journal number 16 the word ‘warmth’ 

kept occurring in my reflective notes, and because I had noted that observation I could examine its significance 

and reach an understanding of gold equalling energy equalling heat equalling light equalling life, which was 

then a strong influence on the work One-off Wonder (2020).      

I have created a loop diagram (Figure 1) to summarise my research process in response to David Kolb’s notion 

of models of learning (Kolb, as cited in Gray and Malins, 2004, p. 57).  The use of reflective journals to 

contemporaneously bind and develop these stages is integral to my process. 
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Figure 1 

Jane Savage (2020).  Loop diagram of research process 

 

There is a freshness, clarity and authenticity to the reflective journals, as they are contemporaneous, immediate 

records, documenting thoughts, decisions and actions as they occur and demonstrating instances of linking, 

interrupting, and returning afresh with no distortion of memory or interpretation.  Michael Belshaw explains that 

reflective journals help to inform future work and go ‘toward tomorrow’ (Belshaw, 2011, p. 130).  He claims 

that reflective journals actively contribute to the development of the work, thereby going beyond a recording 

role.  As Belshaw states, a reflective journal ‘goes beyond itself’. (Belshaw, 2011, p. 130).   

Gray and Malins make a suggestion with which I partly disagree, that reflective journals are ‘“off-loading” 

devices’ (Gray and Malins, 2004, p. 57), as this implies a lack of precision in thought.  However, I agree that 

they are a place to ‘unburden’ the practice research.  Gray and Malins suggest that ‘As practitioners in Art and 

Design we can recognize the fear of losing or damaging creativity by speaking about it and, even worse, by 

writing about it’ (2004, p. 57).  However, I have the opposite experience in my research, as Chapter 5 

demonstrates.  An example of this is Reflective Journal number 19, pages 28-29 (Figure 83).  At this point in 

my practice research process I used the reflective journal to ‘write my way out of a blockage’.  I wrote, ‘Having 

hit upon an idea which […] makes perfect sense of lots of elements of my research […] I am still unsatisfied and 

undecided’.  In writing about my experience of my own practice I gained an understanding of what was 

important and how to progress: ‘I am going to pick up materials which feel they might be right […] no head-

governing at all’.  This led me towards the choice of translucent white paper.  

I agree with Gray and Malin’s later assertion that ‘ ‘Knowing’ about professional practice is dynamic and 

demands a complementary method of capturing that dynamism which is flexible, responsive, improvisational, 
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reflexive’.  (Gray and Malins, 2004, p. 59).  In my practice research reflective journals provide a framework for 

developing and recording that knowledge. 

Part of the function of the reflective journals in my practice research is to enable the sharing of technical 

information and new knowledge.  My recording of decisions made in practice is sufficient for the artefacts to be 

remade from these records, responding to the expectation that research should be systematic and repeatable.  All 

less-successful experiments are recorded, as well as the new directions they prompted.  This level of 

communication about practice is useful for exposing ideas and practices to other practitioners and producing and 

recording new ways of knowing and doing things. 

The reflective journals are part of my working method and differ from my artist’s statements because they are 

not written for an audience.  Therefore, they are not performative.  However, images and content from the 

reflective journals are submitted as part of the exegesis, which means they are no longer private and instead can 

take on other functions, such as to present and share the research and tacit knowledge derived from the practice 

research.   

The presentation of my practice is largely derived from my reflective journals, for the reasons above.  They 

constitute a way of articulating ‘knowing-in-action’.  They demonstrate the diversity of my practice as well as 

its core characteristics.  Reflective journals can be seen as a legitimate form of presenting practice research.  As 

Gray and Malins assert, ‘Unless practitioners themselves carry out this self-evaluation and make it explicit we 

will still be reliant on being described and represented by other disciplines’ (Gray and Malins, 2004 p. 59).  My 

reflective journals describe my practice within my discipline.  They make my process transparent and are 

rigorous in their recording of process as well as being part of my process themselves.  These are important 

concepts in defining the difference between ‘practice per se’ and research’. (Gray and Malins, 2004, p. 60). 

I have chosen to include throughout this study a selection of my own artist’s statements of work completed in 

the process of this research project.  They were produced as a written interpretation of the work, in some cases 

for explanation to a public audience.  They are included in their original form without alteration or updating.  

This is because they demonstrate the ‘mind of the artist’: first-hand accounts of practice, forums for original 

ideas and interpretations, and my own witness to my practice.  As individual documents they evidence points in 

moving time of the artistic process.  They are autobiographical in mode and are written for an audience with an 

interest in artists’ books; they thus have a performative style.  They can address the reader directly, such as with 

rhetorical questions.  As a body, they demonstrate process, development and movement.  The term ‘artist’s 
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statement’ therefore seems misleading, as it implies something fixed and unchanging, which is the very opposite 

of the role of artist’s statements in this research study.  As Belshaw explains, the act of producing artists’ 

statements is ‘better understood as self-creation’.  (Belshaw, 2011, p. 128).   Belshaw is heavily referenced here 

as there is little written about the phenomenon of the role of artists’ statements in practice research.  I have 

written an artist’s statement for every completed artefact as part of my practice research methods.  A selection of 

them is included and they are formatted in tinted tables to separate them visually from the flow of the written 

exegesis.   

Belshaw offers a definition of the artist’s statement, suggesting the ‘character of statements (can be) broadly 

understood as the presentation of theories regarded in turn as reflections on art practice’. (Belshaw, 2011, p. 

124).  This definition concurs with the role of the artist’s statement in my practice.  It points towards the dual 

functions of ‘before and after’ thought processes, where the artist’s statement both sets out the origins and initial 

intentions of the artefact it relates to, and also reflects on the finished work, giving insights which could not 

have been imagined at the beginning of the process before development through practice or without this extra 

stage of written articulation.  Belshaw goes on to define artists’ statements as ‘understood initially as 

performative speech acts and […] they are broadly speaking disjunctive and fragmentary in form’. (Belshaw, 

2011, p. 125).  This element of the definition is important in the function of the artist’s statement in my practice, 

as it offers an arena where the ideas do not have to be clear and water-tight; however, they are valid because the 

practice work is there.  The artist’s statements work to explore and explain the practice.  They allow me to write 

differently, to express ideas more intuitively and imaginatively, and use poetic and emotive vocabulary, 

analogies and creative language ideas to further the articulation of the work.   

Artists’ statements can be ‘addressed to members of the art community’ (Belshaw, 2011, p. 125).  I feel the 

freedom of expression in the artist’s statement allows a creative depth of communication to this audience that in 

turn furthers my reflection on the work.  As an extension of the artistic practice in words, this type of text offers 

the audience an opportunity for a different and perhaps more direct connection with the maker.  Artists’ 

statements can also be unintended for public audience and written at the completion of a project solely for the 

benefit of the artist to reflect on and articulate the practice.  In the artist’s statement for Awe/Ore (2020) (excerpt 

is shown below), I was able to use language that was more performative, including evocative sentences and 

metaphorical vocabulary.  This enabled me to articulate in words what I had understood about the work 

intuitively: 
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‘Slide the drawer, handle the contents.  Perhaps strike a match and watch the golden flame flare into life, 

offering a moment of wonderment and fascination.  However, this is not a matchbox, it is an artist’s book, and 

as your fingers work closely with small movements to open the tiny book-form within, the double extended fold 

filled with gold bursts into glowing, ember-like dazzling light, causing a moment of discombobulation of the 

senses, surprise, and wonder.’ 

Belshaw suggests that artists’ statements are a place for an artist to ‘explain the work as satisfying his or her 

own unique intentions’ (2011, p. 124).  In my artist’s statements I am able to express original and partly 

intangible ideas which I address in practice research.  The artist’s statement enables me to legitimise these ideas 

and offer them in a public arena.  These new ideas may be in an unformed and ‘fragile’ stage, and their 

expression in this way furthers their development within the wider research study.  An example of this can be 

seen in the artist’s statement for Drawing Board Expo: 3 Questions, 2018, excerpted below, where I put forward 

in the artist’s statement an intuitive idea that later contributed to the overall research project: 

Reindeer see lichen in luminous yellow: how do we respond to goldness?  I am fascinated by reindeer seeing 

their scarce food source as ‘gold’, in a wilderness of greys.  It resonates with the idea of life-force being 

depicted in gold by numerous artists; and with the interchanging of the words ‘life’ and ‘light’ – both of which 

are connected to gold.   

The book-works and experimental pieces I made in response to this idea which seemed vague and peripheral at 

the time led to an understanding of how gold can work in an artist’s book and to further development of the idea 

of gold as a source of life, and this eventually contributed to the final book-work, One-off Wonder (2020) which 

involved the idea of golden light as a facility for spiritual nourishment (rather than reindeer nutrition).   

Belshaw suggests that the artist’s statement has been ‘instituted as a genre’ (2011, p. 124) meaning that he sees 

them as passing from simply passive historical documents to more active theoretical ones.  He sees this change 

as part of the tide of the history of modern art, when artists’ statements ‘could be presented as the artworks 

themselves under the rubric of Conceptual Art’. (Belshaw, 2011, p. 124).  In contrast to this view, in my practice 

the artist’s statements are companions to the work, contribute an interpretative and developmental value, but are 

not actually the work themselves.  They are useful as evidence of thought, intention and process, and are to be 

seen within a context of other research elements as a way to textually describe the work-in-progress and creative 

development.  My artist’s statements demonstrate the relation between the book-work and its circumstances at a 

particular point in the research process.  Belshaw considers that artists’ statements can lack credibility because 
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they come from an unshared position – ‘claims made by artists in respect of their own works’ (2011, p. 126).  

However, he later acknowledges that a body of artists’ statements can be seen as an oeuvre or corpus, the 

character of which suggests further works.  As a practitioner my main means of communicating creative ideas is 

through artefacts, objects and drawings.  The translation from visuals to words in artist’s statements is an 

opportunity to clarify and reflect on what is being communicated.  All translation is ultimately subjective, and in 

this case I control this.  Regarded in this way my artist’s statements both offer authentic evidence of the research 

process and are themselves a significant tool in the working methods of the practice. 

During the course of this research project I have created work for a number of external calls for proposals and 

exhibitions from reputable organisations.  I found responding to external themes furthered my own work 

immensely within the research project.  Thus, exhibiting is used as a research method in my practice research. 

Work in response to external exhibitions and events which has contributed to the development of the research is 

listed in Table 1 beneath: 

 

Date Title & Date of Work Exhibition or Event 

 

17-18 April 2021 The Awe of Ore (Savage 2020) 

Short film, 7 m 35 secs 

BABE International Artist’s book event, 

Arnolfini, Bristol 

26 March 2021 Gaia, Disco Solare (Savage 2021) 

Wall-mounted book-work, one-off 

piece 

MADS Milano gallery on-line exhibition 

‘Gaia, the Origin’ 

March-April 2018 ‘Drawing Board Expo: 3 Questions’ 

Collection of experiment pieces and 

resolved book-works 

Eldon Building, University of Portsmouth; 

Library exhibition space, University of 

Portsmouth 

Oct-Nov 2016 Out of the Shadows (Savage 2016) 

Wall-mounted book-work, one-off 

piece 

The gallery floor, The King’s Theatre, 

Southsea, Portsmouth 

July 2016 Dot/Dash Savage 2016) weloveyourbooks online curated 

exhibition ‘Dot/Dash’ 
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Group of companion book-works, one-

off piece 

 

2-12 June 2016 Between the Larches (Savage 2016) 

Book-work, one-off piece 

Bohemian Group, Gallery 28, Albert 

Road, Southsea 

May-June 2016 Swatch (Savage 2016) 

Table of Contents (Savage 2016) 

Companion book-works, one-off piece 

Mail Art Project ‘Exchange’, University 

of Portsmouth 

31 May 2016 Tea House as Incidental Person (2016) 

Conference paper 

The Incidental Person conference, 

University of Brighton 

July 2015 Murmuration (Savage 2015) 

Flow (Savage 2015) 

Companion book-works, one-off piece 

weloveyourbooks online curated 

exhibition ‘Ebb and Flow’ 

 

April-May 2015 Inner Light (Savage 2015) 

Series of book-works, one-off piece 

Albert Road Art Trail, Portsmouth 

 

 

Table 1 

Exhibitions and events 

 

I discuss the contributions this participation has made to the research in my descriptions of my practice in 

Chapter 5.  Images and artist’s statements are included within the exegesis where they demonstrate the synergy 

between the research and the contribution the work for exhibition made to it. 

Exhibiting as a research method is considered by academics from a range of angles.  One angle is that of the 

relationship between art and public space.  For example, the Institute for Contemporary Art in Graz, Austria, has 

run a postgraduate course entitled Exhibiting as a Research Method.  As the online prospectus explains (IZK, 

n.d.), the focus of this course is the relationships between art and society.  It addresses public and social spaces 

and poses questions about the social embeddedness of art.  While a fascinating study, this does not coincide with 

my use of exhibiting as a research method.  

Another angle from which exhibiting as a research method is discussed is that of an action which generates 

affective knowledge.  For example, van der Vaart, van Hoven and Huigen, in their paper concerning a 
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participatory research project in the Netherlands, describe how an end-of-project exhibition ‘can provoke strong, 

affective responses in both the creator and the viewer of art that, subsequently, can provide a catalyst for 

learning beyond traditional, and dominant, cognitive ways of knowing’ (van der Vaart, 2018, section 3.3).  Their 

study is based on a group art project involving a Dutch village, and the resulting exhibition was intended not for 

its aesthetic but as a means for artists and residents to exchange feelings and ideas.  In this example, exhibiting 

as a research method is closer to the way that I have used it in that it is the process of producing work for 

exhibition that contributes to new knowledge by creating learning beyond more traditional cognitive ways of 

knowing.   

However, a difference in the way I use exhibiting as a research method is that whereas in the example of the 

Dutch village project the theme of the research, community resilience, was the same as the theme of the 

exhibition, I respond to external calls for proposals with themes that are not directly the subject of my research.  

It is through interpreting these external themes in the language of my research at the time – in the language of 

myself as a researcher at that point in the project – that I have gained knowledge about the themes of my own 

research.  I have used external exhibitions to challenge my own working methods and in so doing have made 

new connections, as the examples below show. 

To come to an understanding of how exhibiting has contributed to my research I asked myself a series of 

questions and answered them ‘freely’ and instinctively, with understanding of my own project development.   

To retain authenticity I am presenting them unedited.  As they are unedited the questions and answers are less 

formal in their style of expression. 

Q1: How did the external exhibition projects build on one another? 

Each taught me something different that was relevant to the research, though that relevance may not yet have 

emerged.  They each provided a jigsaw piece that came to make up a picture that was not predetermined.   

Swatch (2016) (Figure 2) links to wabi-sabi and aura, which I then pursued in my research, so I learned through 

that practice for Exchange Mail Art Exhibition a precise finding which became relevant in the practice research 

book-work – that perishable materials have an aura and evoke wonder.  This has become a key research 

discovery and could not have come to light without this practice opportunity.  
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Figure 2 

Jane Savage (2016). Swatch, 111 x 105 x 35 mm, papers, cards, cork and bark 

ARTIST’S BOOK  

One-off piece 

 

In developing Murmuration for a call for proposals from weloveyourbooks.com I researched the universal 

mathematical patterns common to the pattern of synchronised starling flight, the movement of snow in the 

moments before an avalanche, and even the cells within our bodies.  This contributed to my understanding of 

wonder – moments of wonder – and the feeling of time being suspended for an instant.  The initial inspiration 

for choosing starling murmuration as a response to the theme of Ebb and Flow came from a moment while 

walking my daughter home from primary school in Brighton when the sky above our heads was filled with a 

huge swirling murmuration, flowing to and fro.  The phenomenon made us drop our bags, turn our faces to the 

sky, and laugh with wonder.  Making work about this experience led me to consider wonder, what evokes it and 

how we experience it, which influenced my research into the theoretical context.  Producing the work 

Murmuration 1 and 2 (Savage, 2015) (Figure 3) also led me to consider the distinction between artists’ books 

which illustrate wonder and those that create an experience of wonder.  This contributed to clarifying the 

direction of the practice research and I referred directly to this knowledge in the development of One-off 

Wonder (Savage, 2020). 
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Figure 3 

Jane Savage (2015). Murmuration 1, 295 x 130 x 45 mm closed, papers and acetate 

Jane Savage (20125). Murmuration 2, 255 x 65 x 4 mm closed, card 

ARTISTS’ BOOKS 

One-off pieces 

 

In 2016 I was awarded a month’s artist’s residency at The King’s Theatre, Southsea, to make a piece of work 

inspired by the building’s history and unique characteristics.  Researching in the theatre by observing, sketching 

and painting decorative details, and hearing verbal stories and histories of the building towards developing the 

work Out of the Shadows (Savage, 2016) (Figure 4) led me to focus on the ornate gold-painted plaster 

decorations, the glory of which was hidden in the dark until touched by the lights of the show.  I noticed that the 

props in the prop room looked like an assemblage of the materials they were made from, but were brought to life 

and transformed by being flooded with golden light on stage.  This experience directly contributed to the 

decision to make gold as a material the central focus of my research into creating wonder in the contemporary 

artist’s book. 
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Figure 4 

Jane Savage (2016). Out of the Shadows, 297 x 420 mm 

LASER PRINTED WALL-MOUNTED IMAGE 

Edition of 3 

 

Q2: What did I learn from exhibiting these artefacts?   

I was required to reach a standard of completeness and professional presentation beyond that of other more 

experimental mid-research practice work.  The book-works were then selected and shown publicly, 

demonstrating that they not only fulfilled the external brief but that my interpretation of this in relation to my 

research is valid and accepted, achieving peer-review.  I have then been able to assess the book-works more 

clearly in terms of their place in the research, asking: are they peripheral or central?  What point do they make in 

relation to the research?  How has the exhibition brief been met?   

Writing the artist’s statements for each piece adds a process and extends, articulates and formalises the work as 

a whole.  Rationale and references are drawn together.  In writing the artist’s statements I reflected critically and 

concisely on the work, explaining its completeness and the decisions in its devising.  The artist’s statements 
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afforded a place for intuitive, emotion and personal reflection on the piece and required the presentation of those 

ideas to a public audience 

Q3: How else has exhibiting been an effective research method in my process? 

The works made in response to exhibition calls for proposals show a collection of finished pieces ‘along the 

way’, punctuating the research process, distinct from the material experiments that were produced apart from 

this outside stimulus.  They provided opportunity for new and challenging avenues of thought seen through the 

lens of my research and myself as a researcher with particular intentions.  Working to external themes offered an 

opportunity for an important reflective approach where, while in the process of research, I was also able to ‘step 

outside’ the research to view and reflect on the central ideas from a fresh perspective.  The experience brought 

new experiments and discoveries, elicited different approaches and ways of working and seeing and prompted 

thought in new and unexpected directions outside the parameters I had set for myself. 

Artists’ books in themselves are not purely academic, they are artefacts that can exist ‘out in the world’, to be 

seen by others and become part of a wider dialogue.  Participating in exhibitions as part of my research allowed 

me to present the fledgling and developing ideas of the research to others and articulate them in a public 

domain, thereby giving them form and an opportunity to be questioned. 

The revealing of a practice (MacLeod, 2000) is a type of research where there is a seesaw effect of working on 

the written text and on the art practice.  What happens in this type of research is that after one phase of the 

written text is completed the ensuing work in the art practice can destabilise what has been achieved, and lead 

the written research in a new direction which then in turn informs the following art practice.  Thus, the written 

text is instrumental to the conception of the art practice but the art practice itself exacts a rethinking of what had 

been constructed in written form because the process of realising or making artwork alters what has been 

defined in written form.  An example of this in this research project is the way that gold emerged as the focus of 

the research.  The research had been about experimenting with materials which reflected light and the notion 

that light equates to life and life-force in the imagination and experience of the viewer, with works such as Inner 

Light (Figure 5), which used day-glo card.  In developing the work Out of the Shadows (Savage, 2016) (Figure 

4) I realised through the work that gold-painted details and golden reflected light made the ordinary 

extraordinary and created wonder.  This then led me towards detailed theoretical research into the wondrous 

effects of gold as a material, and this in turn led to further practical experiments with gold leaf and other golden 

materials (Figure 34). 
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Figure 5 

Reflective Journal number 7, (November 2014), pages 20 and 21.  Example of process for Inner Light (Savage, 2014).  My theoretical 

research and writing had led me to form a notion that light and life could be synonymous in a book-work. From this I experimented with 

reflected light from day-glo card suggesting the life force within a tree, as a possible direction for creating wonder in an artist’s book.  This 

practice challenged the notion by presenting a different communication to the viewer, which I reflected on in the reflective journal and that 

altered my reading, writing and practice as a result. 

 

Thus, my working methods are homogeneous, between the theoretical, written research context and the art 

practice; however, my approach is not bounded by the written research.  After the practical experimentation and 

making of the final artefacts comes the drive to understand what has been realised through this practice.  

Another aspect of revealing a practice is to prepare for an appropriate viewing of the book-work produced – to 

provide the necessary context within which the book-work should be viewed. This is achieved through the 

theoretical research within the project. 

John Dewey was among the first to write about reflective practice with his exploration of experience, interaction 

and reflection as early as 1934 (Dewey, 1934). The term ‘reflective practice’ is most notably associated with 
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Donald Schön (1983) who proposed that research in the arts requires an interwoven practice, of realising theory 

in practical development and gaining a creative new understanding from reflection.  Scrivener (2010) describes 

reflective practice as painful labour which must undergo many changes of plan.  While describing reflective 

practice in artistic research, Scrivener likens it to ‘a scientifically informed observational rigour [...] letters, 

lectures and notebooks, sketchbooks, drawings and oil sketches [...] coupled with an equally rigorous 

application of observational understanding’ (Scrivener, 2010, p. 264).  Artistic research is thus understood as a 

bond between artefact and ideas.  The artists’ books in this research project are derived from decisions informed 

by both the theoretical research and its development through reflective practice as described above, a process of 

planning, making, reflecting, remaking which results in originality and innovation.  An example of reflective 

practice in this research is the development of Awe/Ore (Savage, 2020) (Figure 66) described in Chapter 5.  

Similarly, the term ‘iterative process’ can be applied to methodology in practical research.  The term has been 

defined as ‘a process for calculating a desired result by means of a repeated cycle of operations.  An iterative 

process should be convergent […] it should come closer to the desired result as the number of iterations 

increases’ (Principia Cybernetica Web, n.d.).  During the making process in the practical research, I ‘repeat a 

cycle of operations’, as shown in the loop diagram in (Figure 1), until I reach an outcome ‘closest to the desired 

result’, such as in making maquettes for the artist’s book Awe/Ore (Savage, 2020) and improving elements such 

as the backing for the gold leaf to attain a brighter finish.  However, new knowledge that emerges in this 

research project does not come about solely as a result of number of iterations, or even of making a book-work 

which is ‘closest to the desired result’, although this is part of the process.  In Borgdorff’s words, ‘the creative 

process forms the pathway (or part of it) through which new insights and understandings come into being’ 

(2011, p. 46), and this process is greater than the definition of the iterative process here suggests, which does not 

take into account the place of the theoretical part of this research project or the contribution of the discrete sub-

projects. 

  



40 

GOLD IN THE ARTIST’S BOOK 

 

Chapter 3 The Contemporary Artist’s Book 

This chapter will discuss the context of the contemporary artist’s book which together with that of historical 

illuminated manuscripts (Chapter 4) frames my practice research.  I will examine definitions of the term ‘artist’s 

book’, and outline some of their particular properties, showing how my practice is situated within a present-day 

setting of artists’ books by indicating areas of practice which support aspects of my work.  I will also discuss the 

near-absence of gold in the current context of contemporary artists’ books.  Key writings in the field of 

contemporary artists’ books have been drawn upon in the discussion of the definition of artists’ books, and these 

include Johanna Drucker’s The Century of Artists’ Books (2004), A Century of Artists Books by Riva Castleman 

(1995), and A Manifesto for the Book (2010), by MA Programme Leader and Senior Research fellow for Artists’ 

Books, Dr Sarah Bodman, and Tom Sowden, both at the University of the West of England (at the time of 

writing) and editors of the Artists’ Book Yearbook, the Book Arts Newsletter and The Blue Notebook journal for 

artists’ books.   

A common dictionary definition of a ‘book’ is: ‘Book (n) A set of written, printed, lined, or blank sheets bound 

together’ (Merriam Webster).  However, the definition of what we call a book is evolving, partly into new areas 

such as digital books, and partly in the rejuvenation of former qualities of appeal such as graphic novels, the 

artisanal book (the firm attachment to traditional bookbinding skills, within highly original book covers) - and 

the artist’s book.   

This prompts a new enquiry into the affordances of the ‘book’, and the ‘page’, which are touched upon within 

this research study in the practical research where, to give an example, one artist’s book is in the form of a 

spoon (Figure 79).  It can be argued that pages can be intangible and temporary.  The ‘pages’ of a kindle are 

temporary and non-haptic.  If so, we could say that text or image projected onto a hand, or a building, is a 

temporary, non-haptic page, perhaps depending on the intention of its maker.  A pile of yak skulls carved with 

mantras in Tibetan script on a mountain near Lhasa has many of the affordances of a ‘book’.  ‘Pages’ can be 

rolled, stacked, folded, pinned to a wall, worn as t-shirts on a moving march.  These are innovative 

interpretations of what a book is and show us a ‘living’ and changing perspective on the book – a willingness to 

see beyond.  Figure 6 shows Texttonne mit Durchgang (1972) by Franz Mon who is considered a pioneer of 

experimental literature and art in the mid-twentieth century and whose work merged the boundaries of genres, 

exploring progressive, inter-disciplinary and cross-media art forms including that of the book.  This study 
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specifically concerns artists’ books which as a genre challenge the traditional definition of a book and its 

affordances, together with exploring new forms of ‘reading’.  

 

 

Figure 6 

Franz Mon  (1972).  Texttonne mit Durchgang 

IMAGE 

Note.  from kaimiddendorff, 2018      

Mar Gonzales Palacios, Associate Director for Special Collections at Yale University Libraries, explains, in 

discussing the difficulties of defining the artist’s book, ‘There is a crucial difference between presenting an 

artist's work in a book-form – a retrospective collection of reproductions – and an artist making a book’. (Yale 

Library n.d.).  In my practice research the works are developed through process with a consciousness towards 

the genre of artists’ books.  There is a conceptual element to the work.  Many of the works produced in the 

experimentation stages during the reflective practice of this research do include traditional ‘book’ materials and 

processes such as paper and card, and even book stitching; however, the work develops through and beyond this 

to produce artists’ books which may or may not display these traditional affordances, such as in Candlewick, 

(Savage, 2021) (figure 7). 
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Figure 7 

Jane Savage (2021). Candlewick. 116 x 46 mm, found paper, Dutch gold leaf, twine, exemplifying an artist’s book in a non-traditional book-

form 

BOOK-WORK 

One-off piece 

Despite their recognition as a genre in library collections, there continues to be debate as to the exact definition 

of an artist’s book.  They can still fall into the ‘you know one when you see one’ category.  Such has been the 

difficulty in finding the parameters of the term ‘artist’s book’ that Bodman and Sowden undertook a project in 

which a group of artists and relevant participants was asked to each submit an ‘abtree’ diagram depicting their 

understanding of the genre (Bodman and Sowden, 2010).  The results included a vast range of possibilities, from 

bookmarks, posters, audio, installations, physical objects, ephemera and assemblages to telephone-based work, 

and together conveyed a tacit understanding of a distinct genre, a community of practice.  Bodman and Sowden 

assert the need for a classification, though emphasise that they are not seeking a definition of artists’ books but 

rather ‘making a plea for the purposes of including both the traditional and emerging formats.  Recognising a 

rich history and looking to the future’ (Bodman and Sowden, 2010, p. 7).  They explain that artists’ books are 

being ‘made, bought, collected and catalogued’ (2010, p. 7), demonstrating the community of artists’ books 

within which ideas are exchanged, and to which my research project is addressed. 
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Further considering definition, according to the Smithsonian Libraries (Artists’ books, Smithsonian Libraries, 

n.d.), ‘An artist’s book is a medium of artistic expression that uses the form or function of ‘book’ as inspiration.  

It is the artistic initiative seen in the illustration, choice of materials, creation process, layout and design that 

makes it an art object.  A book that only contains text is simply a book; even if authored by an artist’.  This 

strongly implies the significant communicative power of the artefact, a performance power greater than that of a 

traditional ‘book’.  An artist’s book has intention, the time and skills of the maker, and a viewer, and these three 

interact, creating a triangulation of shared experience.  Thus, we can say that the artist’s book is a book-inspired 

artefact, multi-modal in its means to communicate and evoke response– a definition which could also 

encompass works such as historical illuminated manuscripts, and be included in Bodman and Sowden’s 

reference to ‘traditional format’, above.  

However, the Smithsonian Library maintains that what truly makes an artist’s book is the artist’s intent and this 

can imply an intention within the articulated genre of artists’ books.  The Smithsonian Library’s Artists’ Books 

collection does focus mainly on post-1960 work.  This is a view with which Drucker concurs: ‘a work by an 

artist self-conscious about book-form, rather than merely a highly artistic book’ (2004, p. 21).  These definitions 

do not preclude the multi-modal nature of artists’ books, provided that the artefact is created with a particular 

intent.  The Victoria and Albert Museum, which houses a prestigious collection of artists’ books (as well as 

‘Book Arts’, ‘book-works’, ‘book objects and ‘livres d’artiste’, to all of which they attribute distinct 

definitions), agree that ‘Contemporary artists’ books are noteworthy for their many different forms’ (Artists’ 

Book, V&A, n.d.).  As Andrew Eason is cited as saying in A Manifesto for the Book, ‘It’s difficult to argue 

against someone who has their footing firmly planted in the book, even when their work looks like sausages’ 

(Eason, in Bodman and Sowden, 2010, p. 181).  Therefore, I assert that there is a greater willingness to look 

‘forward’ and accept innovation in the book-form than there is to look back and recognise connected facilities in 

historic book artefacts, as this research strives to do.   

Charles Brownson is cited in A Manifesto for the Book as claiming that the definition of an artist’s book has to 

be ‘collectively determined’ (2010, p. 181), and that ‘disagreement is fundamentally unresolvable’ as to what is 

made with the artist’s intention as a book, and the reader or viewer’s insistence that it is not.  What is significant 

to this research is that none of the abtrees submitted included historical artefacts in their understanding of what 

comes under the term ‘artists’ books’.  It is possible that this is because there seems to be a consensus in the 

project to offer Fine Arts, Artists’ Publishing, Artisan, Livre d’Artiste, Ephemeral and Digital as top level 
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categories and these might not typically include historical hand-made book artefacts.  This research suggests 

that historical illuminated manuscripts could retrospectively be added to the abtrees. 

These arguments seem to imply a question of date: that there can’t have been artists’ books before the 

articulation of artists’ books came about.  This presents a ‘chicken and egg situation’, and leads to a 

classification of artists’ books which is prevented from dating further back than 1960s which is in some conflict 

with the notion that an artist’s book is a book-inspired artefact which is multi-modal in its means of 

communication, as discussed above – examples of which we can identify pre-1960s.  While the first evidence of 

a book being produced goes back arguably to nearly three thousand years BCE, artists’ books as a recognised 

genre date to around the 1960s, with the advent of artists such as Ed Ruscha and his work Twentysix Gasoline 

Stations (1963).  But does this mean that before 1960s no artefact can be categorised as an artist’s book?   

Although the Smithsonian Library’s Artists’ Books collection focuses mainly on post-1960 pieces in its artist’s 

book collection, as mentioned above, other artist’s book collections, such as that of the Victoria and Albert 

Museum, catalogue earlier works as artists’ books.  The Victoria and Albert Museum describes artists’ books 

thus: ‘The twentieth century has been dubbed ‘the century of artists’ books’, although their history starts earlier 

as well as taking new turns in the digital age.  Aspects of this history include the employment of major artists as 

illustrators by art-world publishers, William Morris's 1890s revival of traditional printing, and the revolutions of 

conceptual art from around 1960’. (Artists and the Book, V&A, n.d.).  Their classification therefore 

acknowledges some works from before the term ‘artists’ books’ came about, recognising a connected intention 

in the making and looking backwards in time before 1960, as well as forward to the present day, and aligns with 

Riva Castleman’s views discussed below.   

One recognised source in the field is Johanna Drucker’s The Century of Artists’ Books (2004), first published in 

1994, widely regarded as one of the first critical works in the field of artists’ books and considered a barometer 

of the genre.  Drucker is attributed with locating the multitudinous aspects of the artist’s book, and indeed she 

covers in detail the qualities of the artist’s book as a conceptual space, the communicative properties of the 

visual form, non-textual languages, and the book as an auratic object, some of which are discussed below.  

While exploring their variations and affordances, however, Drucker maintains that ‘the definition of the term ‘an 

artist’s book’ continues to be highly elusive’ (2004, p. 1) and does not offer a concise and quotable definition.  

Drucker surprisingly does not mention or include pre-1960s artefacts in this publication, and in fact claims that 

artists’ books ‘really did not exist in their current form before the twentieth century’ (2004, p. 1), thereby failing 
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to encompass historical book artefacts and traditions within artist’s book history.  This study suggests that this is 

a missed opportunity to trace a path back to earlier works by artisans. 

Riva Castleman’s work A Century of Artists Books (1995) also considered a well-regarded reference in the field, 

offers a much broader understanding in her use of the term ‘artist’s book’.  Castleman traces the history of 

books, text, illustration and printing methods through the centuries to create a seamless historical context for 

artists’ books.  Her scope includes Europe, notably France, as well as America within the history, unlike 

Drucker who emphasises work from the United States.  Castleman claims that, ‘no single publisher who could 

tempt American artists into making books emerged until the late 1950s’ (Castleman, 1995, p. 35).  She 

acknowledges change as part of the richness of book history, and identifies materiality and maker’s intention 

across centuries.  In so doing she does not make a blunt distinction between 1960s artists’ books and pre-1960s 

book-works.  While acknowledging change, she nevertheless cites artist’s book provenance in the history of the 

book, in the relationship between artists and books, in books as objects; as well as in public interest in books.  

As Castleman says, ‘comparing some recent artists’ books with those of one hundred years ago, it is possible to 

see immense differences as well as startling similarities’ (Castleman, 1995, p. 77).  Castleman presents detailed 

accounts of the history of the production aspects of books, such as block-printing and paper-making.  Strangely, 

the use of gold is not included even though Medieval manuscripts are.  This may be due to Castleman’s 

tendency to focus on published works rather than unique hand-made artefacts.  This study cites this as a 

significant omission in the history of materials in the making of books.  Drucker also does not mention gold in 

her discussion of the context of artists’ books.   

Castleman begins her chapter on ‘modern artists’ books’ with the colour posters of 1890s.  She uses the phrase 

‘traditional artists’ books’ (Castleman, 1995, p. 12) when referring to woodcut-illustrated volumes in the early 

twentieth century such as those by Leonard Baskin and Antonio Frasconi, and only distinguishes those from 

1960s which were less luxurious in character and produced using the cheapest and most available materials, as a 

trend in an already existing genre.  She suggests that the American and British genre of artists’ books was varied 

and reformulated by visual artists throughout a period of a hundred years during which the genre developed and, 

particularly between the 1930s and 1960s, blending of text and image and assumptions about the relationship 

between books and artists changed.  However, Castleman also acknowledges that even before the Renaissance 

‘texts and pictures were so closely associated that the total work was clearly understood’ (Castleman, 1995, p. 

15) and cites as another example of the co-mingling of authors and artists Stéphane Malllarmé’s work in the 
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nineteenth century, thus including a range of historical and pre-twentieth century book-works in the history of 

the artists’ book. 

Despite Castleman’s view that the history of artists’ books has great longevity, she explains that the more 

familiar notion of the conceptual in artists’ books that we see today did begin to emerge in 1960s, an example 

being the work Shades (1964) by Robert Rauschenberg (figure 8) - a book without words printed on sheets of 

plexiglass.  American artists’ photographic books had a performative element, for example Ed Ruscha’s 

Twentysix Gasoline Stations (1963); and Sol LeWitt’s performative publications of 1960s did demonstrate 

newness yet were developments within a genre which already had a prolific history.  Castleman views post-1960 

artist’s book history within the light of the international collaborative movement Fluxus, which led to a 

crosspollination of art and design disciplines and many practitioners being drawn to the book-form.  Small 

publishers and limited edition printing aided and abetted this and it led to an interest in transforming the 

conventional book into an art object. 

 

Figure 8 

Robert Rauschenberg (1964).  Shades. 35.5 x 35.5 cm, lithographs on plexiglass, aluminium frame,  

IMAGE 

Edition of 24 

Note. From Artists’ Books and Multiples, 2018 
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To sum up the discussion of the definition of an artist’s book, we can see that there is a clearly recognised 

community of practice, however a more hazy notion of the definition of the history of the contemporary artist’s 

book which contains discrepancies both between the key authors on the genre and in the approaches of major 

library collections as to whether to include historical book artefacts.   

Contemporary artists’ books take many and varied forms as touched upon above, and my work is situated within 

particular areas of present-day practice which I will now outline. 

My practice research concerns materiality.  Artists’ books push the boundaries of possibility for the future of the 

book by considering every aspect of means of communication a book has as an object, such as materials, form, 

scale, sound, weight.  While digital artists’ books are a flourishing sector in themselves, my interest and the 

focus of this study explores the haptic, tactile qualities of physical book artefacts that can be held and interacted 

with, be heard to rustle or creak, folded and unfolded, smell of clay or bark, and manoeuvred to play with the 

light.  Figure 9 shows Rustle Book (Savage, 2016), an artist’s book intended to surprise and arrest the viewer 

with sound when handled, and to suggest an ethereal, material and light-filled function for ‘page’.  The material 

experiments in my practice research led me to consider natural materials, ethereal materials, reflective and 

metallic materials, and led to gold and golden materials as a visual language and material means of 

communication, which developed into the focus of the research. 

   

Figure 9 

Jane Savage (2016).  Rustle Book. 15 x 21 cm open, tissue paper and book thread 

ARTIST’S BOOK, one-off piece 
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Many contemporary artists’ books including my own, offer an expanded form of ‘reading’ by using a range of 

means of communicating.  To cite examples from the current field of practice, Helen Douglas’s artist’s book 

Traquair House (2012) affords the viewer an experience of a place in the past, and in this case a sense of being 

‘buried’ as a female worker in a vast and remote stronghold (Williamson, 2013).  While this artist’s book uses 

figurative images, its tactile materials and miniature, hood-like form are intrinsic to the experience of the book 

and the history that inspired it.  Its form, scale and materials are deliberate contributors in shaping 

communication.  Laine and Wills’ artists’ book The Garden Sketch Book (2007), the subject of which is a much 

striven-for flower garden in a built-up residential estate, gives a true sense of being ‘a million miles from our 

estate’ as text in the book-work suggests, through colour, and the precisely considered dimensions of the form to 

evoke a feeling of immersion.   

A contemporary artist’s book can ‘function as a conceptual space’ space’ (Drucker, 2004, p. 309) and have the 

potential to alter our sense of perspective as our imagination automatically seeks to locate us within the form, 

thereby challenging ideas of scale and creating an experience when we interact with it.  My book-work Small 

Forest (2013) (figure 10), is an edition of fifty miniature artist’s books inspired in scale and design by match-

books, containing a painted and printed expanding folded form intended to evoke the sense of a forest reflected 

infinitely in a metallic inner cover – a forest in your pocket. 

 

Figure 10 

Jane Savage (2013). Small Forest. 70 x 55 mm closed, paper and card, exemplifying an artist’s book functioning as a conceptual space 

ARTIST’S BOOK, 

 Edition of 50 
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Therefore, a haptic artist’s book can contain a vast space within a small space - it can alter and transcend space.  

As part of this research, I presented the paper ‘Tea House as Incidental Person’ (Appendix 2) at the conference 

Incidental Person at Brighton University, 31st May 2016.  This paper explores links between the modern 

function of a Japanese tea-room and the contemporary artist’s book, both as spaces physically and in time, 

which provide a moment of ‘other’.  Just as a ‘traditional’ Japanese tea house in a corporate tower block gives a 

space of freedom from the constraints and pressures of business, an artist’s book can, if intended, offer a space – 

a portable one – of freedom, or contemplation, release, or joy, or access to ‘inner wilderness’, to use John 

Muir’s term (Worster, 2011, p. 5).   

My practice research experiments with and explores the notion that an artist’s book can provide an experience, 

perhaps an immediate emotional response, or a deeper contemplation; and creating effects with gold has been 

central to this research.  As Dewey proposed in his chapter ‘The Live Creature’ in Art as Experience (1934), an 

art object can intensify the sense of immediate living.  An artist’s book is an experience, as we have seen, in 

which one can be lost and immersed.  It has the capacity to arrest.  As an interactive art object it affords a 

journey or dialogue with the viewer.  In Art as Experience (1934), Dewey identifies a difference between 

experiencing and having an experience.  His theory is that the art object communicates through multi-sensory 

data, entering the viewer as stimuli through channels of afferent sense organs, the summation of which is ‘an 

experience’.  Dewey calls this exchange ‘the live creature’ (1934, p. 204).  Dewey’s notion is that art – in this 

case the contemporary artist’s book – can separate us from daily life (as in the Tea House argument cited 

above), for a moment of experience.  This moment of experience comes with a necessary emotion.  He likens 

this facility to the response we can have to nature.  Dewey sees art as humans using their awe of nature to create 

art, which then, though derived from ‘earthly’ things, contains a quasi-religious quality, or, to use another term, 

wonder.  Longhand and Shorthand (2016) (Figure 11) is an example of an artist’s book from my practice 

research offering experience and ‘moment’.  In opening the folded form the chaotic movement of the irregular 

zig-zag form and dashing sense of footprints contrasts with the stationary ‘dot’ of the hare folio to cause a 

moment of surprise and joy – akin to the sighting of a hare in the distance suddenly breaking into a streaking 

run. 
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Figure 11 

Jane Savage (2016). Longhand and Shorthand.  Series of 3 companion book-works. 24 x 35 mm, 42 x 52 mm, 31 x 110 mm closed, cards 

Jane Savage (2016). Cypher. 270 x 50 mm, 160 gsm plasticised card 

ARTISTS’ BOOKS 

One-off pieces 

 

A distinction can be made between an artist’s book which is about moment, and one which offers moment.  An 

artist’s book which offers ‘moment’ affords an experience for the viewer of being present in the moment  (as 

with Figure 11 above); and with Awe/Ore (2020) (Figure 66) where a blast of gold leaf is revealed between the 

folds of a book-form, which offers a moment – a moment apart, an immediate experience, of cognitive surprise. 

By contrast, my artist’s book Between the Larches (2016) (Figure 12), where we are drawn to consider the 

wonder of theatre and the stories which run through our histories and onto the stage, is about – illustrative of - 

moments apart from reality and daily life (the experience of being in a theatre).   Gold leaf in Between the 

Larches is used to illuminate traces of story within the trees and indicate the treasuredness and preciousness of 

story-telling in theatre and in our folklore and heritage.   
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Figure 12 

Savage, J. (2016). Between the Larches. 266 x 167 x 163 mm open, cards, papers, Dutch gold leaf 

ARTIST’S BOOK 

One-off piece 

 

Many artists in the field of contemporary artists’ books make work which intends to evoke visceral emotional 

responses, similar to, though not the same as, the response of wonder which I have used as a focus in my 

practice research.  British book artist Julie Johnstone’s work concerns contemplation, regarding and perception, 

which begins to relate to wonder but yet is distinct from it.  Johnstone uses white as a key material, and her 

work often communicates through interactive form.  Chinese book artist Li Hongbo’s work evokes metaphysical 

contemplation.  Hongbo’s work is about materiality and his key material is paper, with which he creates vast 

folded and expanding forms, often mimicking the form and scale of the human body, distorting and questioning 

perceived reality (Figure 13).  His work evokes curiosity and spectacle.  Irish book arts small publisher Coracle 

Press, whose work deals with dwelling on minute detail, and UK book artist Helen Douglas mentioned above, 

whose work evokes an ethereal other-worldliness, both touch on the idea of wonderment, and wonder in nature.  

The intricate works of Coracle Press use printmaking processes and humour to evoke curiosity.  Douglas’ works 
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use photography as a main process and evoke an ethereal and calming response and sense of wonder in nature.  

My work experiments with how gold might create effects used in a variety of ways in artist’s book-forms.  

These artists therefore demonstrate areas of present-day practice in contemporary artists’ books that support 

aspects of my practice, and show where my work is situated in the territory of present-day practice.   

 

    

Figure 13 

Li Hongbo (2015).  Absorption no. 4.  60 x 29 x 21cm, hand-carved text books 

IMAGE 

Note. From Klein Sun Gallery 

 

Artists’ books today, then, can be portable, personal, interactive, engage the imagination, communicate through 

multi-means of form and materiality, and evoke a range of emotional responses.  They have a performance 

power beyond that of the traditional book and have entered the realms of objects of visual art.  As objects with a 

performance power, some artists’ books could be said to have a certain auratic quality derived from their 

materiality and also from the time and skills of the maker.  This is a notion I have explored through practice 

research in developing the exemplar book-work One-off Wonder (2020) (Figure 95) where I question whether 

the same sense of aura could be created through printed multiples as by hand-made processes. 

Castleman identifies that from the 1930s the book began to be recognised as an object totally created by an 

artist.  In so doing, she makes links between twentieth century artists’ books and ancient book artefacts 

appearing around the year one hundred AD, citing ‘clay tablets and scrolls of papyrus or vellum’ (Castleman, 
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1995, p. 14) thereby considering ‘the book as an object’ over time.  From more recent history, Castleman draws 

Medieval manuscripts into the comparison, and here as in other instances she begins to imply a sense of the aura 

of a book object, and of its maker.  In including Medieval manuscripts Castleman highlights that they were 

‘duplicated by scribes who made errors, comments, and emendations’ (Castleman, 1995, p. 14), implying that 

the trace of the maker adds to the sense of aura.  Jesse Prinz, Professor of Philosophy at the City University of 

New York, who has conducted research into the degree to which people value original art works against copies 

explains, ‘it is important for me to see the original, and not just a good copy, and I delight in the fact that a work 

was created by the hands of an artist’ (Prinz, 2013). 

Twentieth century Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung, in Man and His Symbols, (Carl Jung Depth Psychology, 1980) 

also talks about objects being invested with expressive qualities – the alchemical idea of ‘spirit in matter’; and 

Kandinsky proposed that objects can possess a ‘secret soul’ (Kandinsky, 1977).  Walter Benjamin offers a 

source of ideas into the ‘auraticism’ of inanimate objects such as works of art, arguing that an original has a 

significance or value to the viewer that is greater than its copies.  His context was the era of ‘mechanical 

production’, and he suggested in this essay that a unique object has more ‘aura’ or value than a multiple, 

affording these singular objects more significance on account of their means of production (Benjamin, 1935).  

My practice research demonstrates experimentation with the effects of a range of different golden materials and 

finds that none match the impact of 24-karat gold leaf (Chapter 5), which can only be applied by hand, making 

each artist’s book an original.  While the landscape of contemporary artists’ books is broad, my work inhabits 

the area of hand-made one-off or small edition pieces focused on materiality, and focuses on gold as a key 

element of visual language.   

In the current field of artist’s book practice there is no existing practice or dialogue that is specifically concerned 

with the use of gold.  While there are contemporary illuminators using gold in traditional ways, such as Susan 

Ciantar (Chapter 4), there are no contemporary book artists specialising in gold or goldness as a material.  In the 

field of theory on the artist’s book there is currently no formal discussion of the use of gold and it is omitted 

from the well-regarded texts of both Drucker and Castleman.  Conceivably, this is because the connection has 

not hitherto been made between gold as a powerful form of visual communication in historical hand-made 

books, and the contemporary artist’s book genre.  This study identifies this omission and explores this gap in the 

knowledge. 
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My research presents a new case for including and making connections with historical book artefacts in the 

history of the contemporary artist’s book, with a focus on the use of gold as a material, and my practice research 

seeks to explore how the use of gold in the book can be taken forward from its historical traditions in new ways 

in the contemporary artist’s book (Figure 14).   

 

 

Figure 14 

Jane Savage (2021). Fenced.  6 x 6.5 x 2.5 cm, gilded acorn, cardboard.  Submission for areyoubookenough online call for entries, March 

2021 

ARTIST’S BOOK 

One-off piece 
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Chapter 4 Historical Context of Gold within Books 

Rather than asking, why is gold or golden material little used in the contemporary artist’s book, and not written 

about in connection with it, this study asks, what if it were?  What happens when we take the tradition of using 

gold or golden material as a powerfully communicative material in the book, and continue its use in the 

contemporary artist’s book?   

My research situates contemporary artists’ books and historical hand-made and illuminated manuscripts in a 

shared context of unique, one-off or small edition, precious books, and it is in this context that the use of gold in 

the book has traditionally been so prevalent.   

In this chapter I will examine how gold is an effective and attractive material with communicative potential in a 

book-form, discuss a range of examples of effects of gold in twentieth and twenty-first century book artefacts 

and art works, and focus on the historical tradition of using gold in the book.  I will draw on interviews with 

contemporary artist-bookbinder Kate Holland and contemporary illuminator Susan Ciantar, as well as recent 

exhibition Redesigning the Medieval Book, 2017-2018 at the Bodleian Library, Oxford, in order to explore 

connections between historical uses of gold in book artefacts and contemporary artists’ books, and thereby 

suggest that illuminated manuscripts add more context to and new insights to our understanding of 

contemporary artist’s book history, in terms of the materials used within artists’ books and their communicative 

potential.  

Gold has particular qualities as a metal which make it suitable for use in the making of hand-made books.  

Expanded on below, gold has, and is able to maintain, great structural integrity as well as being malleable and 

easy to work.  It occurs in a virtually pure and workable state, whereas most other metals tend to be found in ore 

bodies that are difficult to smelt.  It does not rust, tarnish or corrupt.  Another unusual quality is its colour: 

glorious, radiant, warm, entrancing and alluring.   

Gold can be relatively easily purified and indeed the separation of gold from silver has been practised since 

around 2000 BCE.  A process called cupellation refines ores, treating them under very high temperatures and 

separating ‘noble’ metals such as gold from base metals like lead, copper and zinc which are present in the ore, 

creating a pure and workable metal for decorative work such as in book artefacts.  

The molecular structure of gold makes it a very soft metal and its function is therefore mainly decorative. The 

soft structure of gold makes it extraordinarily malleable.  It can be beaten into incredibly thin sheets, making a 
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tiny grain of gold go a long way.  As early as the first century, Pliny the Elder recorded that an ounce of gold 

could be beaten out into a thin film that would cover a hundred square feet and show light through it 

(Sutherland, 1959, p19).  Since this time, a single grain of gold has been beaten to a thinness of 1/360,000 th of 

an inch – over a thousand times thinner than normal paper (Sutherland, 1959, p19).  This is because the ‘flow’ 

of the metal under pressure causes enough internal heat to make loose segments cohere, which is an 

extraordinary property.  Decoratively, this means that a tiny amount of gold can be made to cover a large area 

and can be manipulated into incredibly fine and elaborate forms. This material is known as gold leaf and that is 

the form in which gold is traditionally applied in books.  In the practice research in this study I have used both 

Dutch gold leaf (imitation gold leaf made up of a mixture of metals) and 24-karat gold leaf.  The practice 

research revealed that the 24-karat gold leaf is richer, deeper and warmer in its glow than imitation gold leaf, but 

the imitation gold leaf still reflects and glows more than other golden materials such as paints and cards 

(Chapter 5). 

While most metals appear ‘silver’ in colour because they reflect all visible wavelengths equally and have 

surfaces which permit specular reflections, gold is an exception.  Having nearly 100% reflectivity above 700 

nm, gold reflects yellow and red very well and blue and violet less well, which fools the human eye into seeing 

yellows and reds which are warmer tones, and shimmer with light and movement (for further details see 

Appendix 3).  In my practice research I experimented with the comparative effects of silver-coloured and gold-

coloured materials (Chapter 5) in an artist’s book context. 

Gold cannot be created artificially with other materials, and this non-reproducibility, together with its rarity, 

could be part of its allure.  Gold has defied all efforts – extensive and elaborate alchemical attempts at 

transmutation – to reproduce its essential constitution or its imperishability of substance (for further details see 

Appendix 4).  It could therefore be argued that we cannot, in this sense, entirely own gold, which might be 

important to our relationship with it and therefore to its effect on us.  This fascination led to alchemists denoting 

gold the sign () meaning ‘the sun’ (Sutherland, 1959, p 18): its symbolic value as eternal, life-giving, and 

wondrous, and indicating the potential visual language of gold used in a book-form. 

The value we place on gold as a currency, which I am deliberately setting aside here as it falls outside the scope 

of this thesis, could be argued to be secondary to the reverence in which we have always held gold for its natural 

pre-eminence.  Walter Benjamin writes that ‘Man-made artefacts could always be imitated by men’ (1935, p. 2), 

putting non-imitable gold perhaps in the category of the unprecedented and the divine, and contributing to the 
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discussion of real versus imitation gold in this research (explored through practice research, Chapter 5 Research 

question 1: Gold or Goldness: do different golden materials evoke wonder equally?).   

As indicated by the alchemists’ use of the sun symbol for gold mentioned above, as well as other examples such 

as the Ancient Egyptians’ use of gold inside tombs, gold has come to be associated with eternity and 

immortality.  Gold has been used both historically and in the present in healing and medicine.  Prior to formal 

medicine gold was seen to defy all dangers, and was prescribed for a variety of conditions such as worms and 

ulcers.  Chrysotherapy – the use of gold salts in the treatment of disease – dates back to 1890, when German 

bacteriologist Robert Koch discovered that gold compounds could curb the growth of the bacillus which 

caused tuberculosis.  Today, gold is also a valuable element in diagnostic processes; gold nanoparticles can be 

used to address tumours, and in the treatment of AIDS and arthritis.  Therefore, the idea of gold as having 

almost ‘magical’ powers has enduring longevity, and this association could contribute to its communicative 

potential. 

Artists and some contemporary book artists have harnessed the impact of gold in their work.  There are very few 

examples of contemporary artists’ books which contain gold as a material, and which use gold consistently as a 

visual language, therefore I am citing both book artefacts and other works of art among the following small 

group of examples to demonstrate that gold could successfully create a range of effects in contemporary artists’ 

books.  The examples are presented chronologically from earliest to most recent works, are secular, and 

twentieth and twenty-first century works have been cited because historical book artefacts with gold in them are 

focused on later in the chapter. 

At the turn of the twentieth century Gustav Klimt determined to revive gold as sacred, and used it as a way of 

‘worshipping’ the secular icons of love, intimacy and sensuality.  He drew influence from the brilliance of the 

gold tesserae in the church of San Vitale in Ravenna, and gold leaf and gold paints became central to his work.  

The Kiss (1907-1908) employs eight different kinds of gold leaf as well as a variety of gold paints and methods 

of application making reference to the opulence of the ancient Egyptians, Byzantine mosaics and Renaissance 

gold work.  It is pertinent to this study that Klimt, working in the early twentieth century, took into account the 

historical connotations of gold as sacred and for reverence and drew on these traditions.  

Yves Klein is known for gold being one of the key threads of his work.  A colour technician, Klein adored gold 

as a material as he did not have to strive to convey its freshness and vitality of colour (Cobb, 2018) – it eternally 

shimmers and catches the light by itself.  Klein’s work acknowledges and exploits the manner in which the 

http://today.mims.com/topic/singapore-scientists-lead-fight-against-tb-in-two-novel-researches?country=Malaysia&channel=GN-Policies-Public-Health
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material and colour of gold are one and the same and are automatically imbued with a sense of inherent 

importance and value.  Many works from Klein’s ‘Golden Years’  in the late 1950s and early 1960s centre 

on conveying the material splendour of gold, and play with the idea of its value, for example by insisting 

that receipts for his gold works were burned, thereby disclaiming that money gives a value to the gold itself.  

While not a book artefact, this example of Klein’s work (Figure 15) demonstrates a focus on materiality and 

the idea that gold has a splendour which can evoke an emotional reaction or deeper contemplation, with 

little supporting context in an artefact or book artefact.  This is a notion that my practice research has 

addressed, for example in Chapter 5 Research question 3: Aura and the Making Process: does wonder 

depend on how it is made? where through an iterative process I experimented with paring down all elements 

extraneous to the communicative power of the gold leaf.  

 

        

 

Figure 15 

Yves Klein (c.1960). Monogold sans titre, 51.5 x 44.8 x 1 cm.  

IMAGE 

Note.  From Sotherby’s auction house n.d.  
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Contemporary book artist Les Bicknell’s work does not typically contain gold, however in his artist’s book 

Anticipating Tomorrow (1995) (Figure 16) a hidden part of a folded form is gilded with gold leaf.  The 

viewer interacts with the artist’s book by unfolding it, the process of which is affected by its scale and the 

weight of the paper-stock used to promote a slower and more contemplative action.  This contributes to the 

surprising reveal of a burst of bright gold from the centre.  As a viewer, my experience of that was a 

moment of surprise, joy and wonder.  The dazzling effect of the gold was enhanced by the facets of the 

folded form allowing the gold surfaces to reflect off each other.  This primary research contributed to my 

practice research in which I experimented with gold leaf on folded forms, such as in Awe/Ore (Savage, 

2020) (Figure 24). 

 

 

 

Figure 16 

Les Bicknell (1995).  Anticipating Tomorrow, Artist’s Book (detail) 

PHOTOGRAPH 

Note: Photographed at the Ministry of Books, University of Portsmouth, UK, April 2022, author’s photograph  

The Saint John’s Bible (Figure 17), completed in 2011, demonstrates a cross-over between historical illuminated 

manuscripts, discussed later in the chapter, and artists’ books.  In advance of the millennium, this modern 

illuminated bible was commissioned by Saint John's Abbey and University in Minnesota USA and designed and 

overseen by Donald Jackson, Senior Illuminator to Her Majesty’s Crown Office.  Its concept was to blend 
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ancient and modern production methods to best effect to create a bible with ultimate contemporary impact, 

readability and appeal.   

Digital printing and layout methods were used in order for it to be accessible to the modern eye and to mimic the 

stride and rhythm of the script; however, it was felt that the ‘specialness’ of the book had to be achieved through 

traditional materials such as vellum, original pigments, and gold.  Where sections of the book needed to be 

singled out for special emphasis – the ‘special treatments’ – gold decoration marks them, and the artists and 

creators of this project made the decision to use traditional material and application techniques for the gold 

aspects of the volume rather than attempting to substitute them for, for example, a printed alternative.   

Addressing an audience at the Getty Centre, Los Angeles USA, on 5th September 2012, Jackson described and 

demonstrated the essential value of hand-techniques and hand-applied materials in the impact and appeal of The 

Saint John’s Bible.  He stressed that The Saint John’s Bible is the first illuminated manuscript on this scale for 

five hundred years.  He also reminds us that, just like historical illuminated manuscripts, it will have a life of 

many hundreds of years to come; and that it will wear and alter, taking on a further individuality and retaining 

what is of value – the hand-applied calligraphy and gold-work.  Jackson describes ‘experiencing’ a manuscript 

rather than reading or viewing it, and emphasises the critical role of interaction – where the work ceases to 

belong to the maker or owner and comes alive in the hands of the viewer creating a response of ‘awe’ (Jackson’s 

word).  To create this awe, Jackson asserts that lessons from historical manuscript making must be drawn on.  

He describes the hand-processed working as ‘grabbing the moment’, explaining that the ‘tools and materials go 

into our sensibilities…put energy into the work – and something happens.’  (Jackson, 2012).   Jackson explains 

that hand-applied materials create a partnership between the artist and the viewer, where ‘the viewer experiences 

that moment and completes it.’ 

As an expert in historical manuscripts and a contemporary calligrapher and illuminator Jackson made decisions 

about which aspects of the production of The Saint John’s Bible should be digital and which should be 

traditional, for achieving greatest impact and appeal.  He describes how hand-calligraphy was used and a degree 

of lack of uniformity was integral, yet digital page formatting was essential for readability.  Jackson talks about 

the application of coloured and white paints around areas where gold leaf was to be applied as being more 

‘factory’ compared to the gold leaf illumination beside it.   Jackson maintains that in this book artefact ‘the 

surface is the important bit’, for example the hand-processes for raised gold leaf – which contemporary 

illuminator Susan Ciantar also cites as a key attraction of these types of artefacts which are intended to be hand-
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held.  Jackson claims that the hand-processes ‘maintain the spirit’ of the work, and sums up the lessons from 

historical manuscripts for contemporary book makers by saying, ‘if you want to do something that matters, you 

do it in a way which looks like it matters’ (Jackson, 2021).  The time, skill, and risks of the maker, the evidence 

of process, and the small mistakes retained in the manuscript, together with the quality and authenticity of the 

materials and even the tools used, create this special ‘partnership’ with the viewer and give this ‘spirit’ to the 

artefact.  As Jackson says, ‘it’s got to be fresh, for it to reach you.  Then it’s up to whoever sees it’ (Jackson 

2021).  

This contemporary religious book artefact therefore demonstrates that a traditionally used material, which has to 

be hand-applied, is still able to communicate the emotion of wonder for today’s audience.  It also enforces the 

notion of the important triangulation between maker, artefact (time/materials/skills), and viewer, as only the 

material gold, which has to be applied by hand as it is not reproducible through the printing process, would do.  

This contributed to the development of research question Aura and the Making Process: does wonder depend on 

how it is made? in which I compared a digital single page image with a hand-made single page book-work 

containing gold leaf.  

 

 

 

Figure 17 

The Saint John’s Bible, 2011 

IMAGE 

Note. From V&A, n.d. 
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In 2012 I viewed Giuseppe Penone’s work Spazio di Luce (Figure 18) at the Whitechapel Gallery, London.  

While not a book artefact, it exemplifies the impact of gold used on perishable materials which is appropriate 

and relevant to the making of contemporary artists’ books.   

In Spazio di Luce the trunk of a felled tree has been covered in wax then cast in bronze.  The fabric of the tree is 

completely removed from within, and the hollowed-out inside showing the contours of the bark is coated in 

glowing gold leaf.  Spazio di Luce means ‘space of light’ and this term is given to where the life-force, the inner 

mechanisms of the tree, would have been – so the gold is where the life was.  Portholes let in different points of 

light allowing movement and reflection on the surface of the gold leaf.  In discussing the materials, Penone 

explains that (Hampton, 2012) gold in the history of man is always associated with the light and space of the 

sun, emphasising its potential in visual language.   

The materials Penone uses in his work are from the natural, organic world and include leaves, bark, skin, 

bronze, branches, breath, and gold.  Their ‘unowned’ natural worth is important in this work, in which gold 

takes centre stage.  My research into Penone’s work aligns with the findings of my practice research that gold 

can highlight details of nature and create wonder when used with these ephemeral materials and contributed a 

theoretical understanding to the third practice research question in Chapter 5 concerning aura, where I found that 

gold leaf on delicate, perishable and ‘flimsy’ salvaged paper created a particular and greater effect than when it 

was applied to more durable plasticised surfaces. 

        

Figure 18 

Giuseppe Penone (2012). Spazio di Luce, 250 x 2000 x 245 mm, bronze, gold leaf 

IMAGE 

Note. From Whitechapel Gallery, 2012 
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By contrast, Maurizio Cattelan’s work America (2016) is made of solid 18-karat gold and is a fully functioning 

toilet, exhibited in the Guggenheim, New York in 2016.  Cattelan himself has declined to interpret this work, 

commenting only that there are many layers to its meaning.  Some see it as a criticism of US businessman, 

media personality and ex-president Donald Trump’s commercial excesses which are often reflected in an 

overuse or excess of gold in his buildings such as the Trump Towers; or as satirical commentary on the 

monetary value of art objects; and perhaps referencing Duchamp’s Fountain (1917), or as disgust at such a 

revered material being used as a receptacle for human waste.  18-karat gold is used in Cattalan’s America; 

however, the surface appears over-shiny and over-reflective, and the colour seems brash and vulgar - there 

seems nothing bedizening, transfixing or numinous in the effect of this artwork.  This may be because of the 

associations with its form and function which clearly denote an act of human biology that is normally reserved 

to be private, it may be because of the high volume of gold, it may also be because gold is the only material used 

in this work, and is undiluted by a context of white space or any other material around it.  Different viewers 

perceive greater volumes of gold differently which can relate to questions of taste and cultural context, and 

while for some the more gold there is the more splendid the effect, for others excess of gold might be perceived 

as vulgar.  My practice research question How Much is Too Much; is Wonder Affected by Volume? explores this 

within contemporary artists’ books (Chapter 5). 

Contemporary Italian specialist bookbinding company D’ Oro Collection creates bound new editions of 

historical and contemporary documents entirely by hand, using traditional materials and bookbinding 

techniques.  A consistent feature of their work is to cover book artefacts entirely in gold (Figure 19), with some 

texturing and tooling.  The gold in these works is applied very thinly on top of copper, and the tooled image 

centre-front of each edition tends to be crude in form and lacking in detail.  It may be that these factors make the 

book artefact appear to some viewers vulgar and unrefined, whereas these golden books are sold as exclusive 

and are sought-after objects to others.  My practice research reflects these questions, as seen in the experiment 

piece in Figure 20.   Gold as a material in the book, then, does seem to comment on value, reflecting on the gold 

itself and more widely on what we value in society. 



64 

GOLD IN THE ARTIST’S BOOK 

 

                                            

(Left) Figure 19 

D’Oro Collection  (2016).  Napoleon Book, new edition, 32 x 6 x 43 cm, leather, silk, copper, gold 

IMAGE 

Note. From artemest.com 

(Right) Figure 20 

Jane Savage (2017).  Experiment piece 

These examples present a range of the communicative possibilities of gold including evoking a sense of 

reverence, wonder in material splendour and in nature, surprise and joy, contemplation, and revulsion at excess 

and at material icons.  What they have in common is to show that gold can be used, sometimes satirically, to 

comment on value, reflecting on the gold itself but also more widely on what we value in society.  They 

contribute understanding about the effects of the context in which gold is used in a book artefact and the 

form of that work, and they also pose questions about the effects of different volumes  and ratios of gold.  

They inform the practice research by suggesting different effects of gold used with other types of 

materials, and the practice research in Chapter 5 has drawn on this knowledge.  

John Ruskin wrote, ‘Gold has been given to us, among other things, that we might put beautiful work into its 

imperishable splendour, and that the artists who have the most wilful fancies may have a material which will 

drag out, and beat out, as their dreams require, and will hold itself together with fantastic tenacity’ (Ruskin, as 

cited in Sutherland, 1959, p. 21).  The three key questions identified in this study and researched through 

practice investigate how to tap into the ‘imperial splendour’ of gold in the contemporary artist’s book.  

I will now explore the historical use of gold in the book. 
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In presenting a case for the broadening of the definition of contemporary artists’ books this research study 

draws particular attention to the use of gold in historical illuminated manuscripts produced between the eleventh 

and seventeenth centuries.  ‘Illuminated’ in the context of books means decoration that includes metallic gold or 

silver.  Indeed, to illuminate means to make visible or bright by lighting up; or to clarify and explain.  These 

book artefacts were typically created in Christian monasteries although non-Christian book artefacts containing 

gold will also be mentioned.   

Historically, gold has been used in the book-form to evoke responses such as status and authority, credibility, 

preciousness, reverence, and wonder, explored below.  The use of gold in the book has traditionally been the 

reserve of religious texts, across faiths.  Religious scholars would be dedicated to the crafting and decorating of 

rare and precious books, and the time, process and hands of the maker were integral to the book artefact and 

contributed, with the use of exalted materials such as gold, to its preciousness as an object and to its impact.  

Figure 21 below is an early eleventh century illustration depicting an angel handing gold leaf to a haloed St 

Matthew as he works on an illuminated manuscript.  The nimbus, clothing and border decoration are all gilded 

in gold leaf.  This illustration serves both to evidence the historical importance and status of gold in the book, 

and to demonstrate some of the ways in which gold can be applied in a book-form.  Here it is used to suggest 

light, as in the haloes, and to guide the eye to the important focuses of the illustration through its use in the 

border and in the clothing closest to the bodies of the two figures, giving us an example of some of the ways that 

gold can be applied in a book-form and used as a visual language. 
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Figure 21 

St Matthew, Grimbald Gospels.  Winchester School, early eleventh century.  

PHOTOGRAPH 

Note.  From The Art of Illumination, Phaidon, 1969, author’s photograph 

 

Because of our associations with gold and its high status as a material (discussed above) one of its intentions in 

illuminated manuscripts was to emphasise authority.  Only the Church at that time had the resources to exploit 

this, as they had the funds to own gold and monks, nuns (and some lay craftspeople) with the time and skills to 

work it into books.  A largely illiterate public would likely be impressed by these gold-embellished book 

artefacts.  One example is The Golden Gospels of Charlemagne, 1203, a lavish manuscript which contained a 

great amount of text in gold printed on a purple ground referencing imperial antiquity and symbolising imperial 

culture.  The book structure is dominated by gold leaf applied to the edges of the pages creating a broad frame 

for the text and illustrations.  Gold leaf is applied in such a way as to suggest a casket or box in which ‘great 

spiritual treasure’ might be held.  The effect of the gold is one of splendour.  Here the use of gold in the book 

denoted status and would thus have communicated authority.  The intention would be to evoke awe in the 

viewer (Figure 22).  This context has informed my practice research as I have explored through experimental 

pieces the possibility of using gold to create an effect such as awe, in a secular sense, in contemporary artists’ 

books. 
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Figure 22 

Golden Gospels of Charlemagne, 1203, purple-dyed parchment, 31.2 x 21 cm x 127 folios 

IMAGE 

Note. From Godescalc Evangelistary 

 

Another historical use of gold in the book was to give credibility to religious texts and instruction.  The Ottoman 

Gospel Book of 1185-8, illuminated by the monk Herimann at Helmarshausen Abbey for Henry the Lion, Duke 

of Saxony and Bavaria, ‘opens […] with a dedication leaf in burnished gold capitals beginning ‘Aurea testatur’, 

meaning ‘it is witnessed in gold’’ (De Hamel, 2001, p. 71).  It could be read as if the gold itself is the ultimate 

purity and truth – above the human realm.  Gold used to elicit religious conformity continued in the Books of 

Hours of Europe and England in the fifteenth century.  Specific conventions began to be developed: ordinary 

saints’ days were written in black, special feasts in red (the origination of the term ‘red letter days’), and 

important festivals to be observed were in burnished gold.  Emotive texts depicting angels, apostles and 

evangelists appealing for prayer were embellished in gold, and the gold ‘spoke’ to heaven, and countered the 

fifteenth century fascination with death.  There were rules and conventions surrounding the Psalms, too: they 

were to begin with large initials in gold and colours (Figure 23).  The illuminators supported and promoted these 

conventions as they could charge accordingly.  Thus, gold was used in the book as an instrument of credibility. 

(De Hamel, 2001).  This was the case both in Christian tracts and in those from other faiths, such as gold-

decorated Qur’ans, and again, provides a context for my practice research looking at how gold might 

communicate in a contemporary and secular book artefact. 
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Figure 23 

Initial “D”, Psalm 26-27, Psalter with Centicles and Officium Abbreviatum, Franciscan use, Central France, ca. 1390 

PHOTOGRAPH 

Note.  From Catalogue 88, Fifty Medieval and Renaissnace Manuscripts, H.P. Kraus, NY, 1958, author’s photograph 

 

Gold was used in special books also because it signified value and preciousness.  It was a demonstration of 

wealth, and as far back as the first millennium a custom developed of commissioning treasure manuscripts 

which would ideally feature gold as a material.  An example of a treasure manuscript is the Ottoman Manuscript 

(1885-8) which was set with crosses, candles, thuribles and gems, as well as being richly bound in gold and 

enamel (De Hamel, 2001).  The Ottoman Manuscript, when sold at auction in London in 1883, became by far 

the most expensive work of art ever sold (until Van Gogh’s Sunflowers).  Hence not only gold, but books which 

contained gold, became associated with extreme wealth and were considered wondrous objects in themselves.  

The use of gold in the book applied in just the right places and in the right context and volume to evoke the 

desired meaning increased the value of both the book and the gold beyond their material values, because of the 

powerful communicative effect of gold and book together, which informs my practice research where some of 

my experimentation involves comparing the effects of gold leaf in book-forms with other metallic materials in 

similar book-forms. 

According to Dr Umberto Bongianino, lecturer in Islamic Art and Architecture at the University of Oxford, gold 

is ‘unanimously recognized by Islamic sources as the most precious metal, endowed with transcendent 

symbolism and earthly connotations in equal measure’ (Bongianino, n. d.).  While some early Qur’anic 

https://smarthistory.org/introduction-to-islam/
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manuscripts are austere, many are prominently embellished with gold according to the sensibilities of their era 

and context.  One reason for the prominent use of gold in Qur’ans was for elite wealthy patrons to distinguish 

their Qur’ans from unofficial ones and thereby both demonstrate their solicitude for the Muslim community and 

mark their supreme authority in doctrinal matters.  The use of gold in Qur’anic manuscripts also indicates a 

desire to match contemporary Christian bibles and gospel books, and many Qur’ans may have been illustrated 

by Christian or recently converted Muslim artists.  Bongianino describes the intention of the use of gold in 

Qur’ans as ‘to embody the transcendent nature of the text, and to establish a connection between the beholder 

and the divine by virtue of its mesmerizing beauty’ (Bongianino, n. d.).  The connection between gold and 

worship or reverence can be seen here.  There was a cautiousness, however, towards distracting the worshipper 

from prayer with the presentation of too much worldly and ostentatious material, so some Qur’ans demonstrate a 

compromise or even complete absence of gold decoration.  At times this absence of gold in Qur’anic 

manuscripts indicates unavailability of the material, or of the technical skills to create and apply the gold leaf.  

As Bongianino sums up, ‘enhancing the Word of God with gold was evidently considered a worthy endeavour 

by many, and a legitimate expenditure of money and effort’.  In Christianity as well, gold in the book came to 

exemplify worship and reverence: to honour God with earth’s greatest treasure: ‘gold was the material of the 

kingdom of Heaven as well as of the imperial treasury on earth’. (De Hamel, 2001, p. 66).  We can relate this 

context to the different effects of gold in some of the works of art cited above where in some instances gold was 

chosen by the artist as the epitome of reverence (such as in the Klimt example), and in others the gold had the 

effect of being ostentatious and other-worldly.  This was considered in my practice research leading to the 

exemplar book-work Is Less More? (Savage, 2020).  It is pertinent to mention here that the British Library, 

London, is currently exhibiting a series of book-works that contain gold - GOLD May-October 2022, 

showcasing a wide range of historical book artefacts with gold in them from across faiths and continents, where 

gold was used as a way of ‘expressing the extraordinary importance of a text’, as a ‘metaphor for spiritual 

value’, and where ‘its shine may suggest the radiance of divinity and wisdom’ (GOLD exhibition wall 

information texts). 

Despite the existence of some periods when ostentatious display was prohibited in worship (such as Qur’ans 

penned around the mid seventh century and Christian tracts from sixteenth century European Reformation and 

English Protestant Reformation periods), gold imagery was central to worship across faiths, as gold was 

intended to represent the immaterial.  Gold discs to worship the life-giving sun have been found from 2000 BCE 

- the Sun Chariot in the National Museum of Denmark, 1400 BCE, still shines like the sun today.  Attempts to 
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imagine a heaven have brought techniques such as sixth to fifteenth century Byzantine mosaic tesserae, where 

gold is applied to glass blocks which amplify the light.  In the words of Aidan Hart, icon painter, at his talk to a 

conference at Madingley Hall, Cambridge in 2019, when we use gold we take ‘creation’s raw materials’ and 

make ‘a door between heaven and earth’ (Hart, 2019).  These examples strongly imply that gold has associations 

which give it communicative potential, and could be revisited in a secular context of contemporary artists’ 

books, and they exemplify how techniques and approaches for using gold in the book-form have been 

established giving a makers’ context on which contemporary artists’ book practitioners can draw. 

In historical illuminated manuscripts the illuminations and the text were intended to be ‘read’ together and this 

demonstrates the ways in which gold can be a language by which to visually communicate in the book-form.  

The gold illumination was built in ‘with all the forces of Ingenium, Intellectus, and Ratio, not sprinkled on the 

top like candied violets’ (Rober, 1958, p. vi).  This florid description impresses on us a sense of the role of the 

hand-made process in the effect of the artefact on its viewer which is explored in practice Research question 3: 

Aura and the Making Process: does wonder depend on how it is made? and the communicative power of gold 

beyond superficial decorative value.  The gold or goldness included in my practice research is intended to act 

not as a decorative material but as a catalyst for an emotional reaction or a deeper contemplation.  The book-

works are designed to be interacted with and experienced, and draw on both the gold-embellished hand-made 

books of the past and the particular properties and performance power of the contemporary artist’s book.   

This research, then, brings history into the present by revisiting in the contemporary artist’s book, through 

practice research, the traditions of gold in the book.  As an example, in Awe/Ore (Savage, 2020) (Figure 24), a 

burst of gold leaf is revealed within the fingers of the viewer as they unfold the contents of an ordinary 

matchbox.  Matches and a strike strip are part of this work, making it possible to experience a further 

communicative property of gold – its illuminatory quality in the dark.  This piece of practice research departs 

from the historical religious uses of gold in the book by being a secular work and exploring the scope of the 

contemporary artist’s book-form, yet draws on the traditions of using gold to arrest, surprise and create wonder. 
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Figure 24 

Jane Savage (2020). Detail of Awe/Ore, 50 x 35 x 11 mm, card, book cloth, matches, 24-karat gold leaf, other materials 

ARTIST’S BOOK 

Edition of 5 

In the tradition of gold in the book, artisans experimented with the application of gold leaf to achieve its utmost 

brilliance.  In pre-thirteenth century monastic scripts the gold leaf was applied flat onto the page.  It was used 

more rarely before the mid-twelfth century because until that time most artists worked outside in the cloister, 

and the thinness of gold leaf made it fragile and hard to manipulate in a breeze.  Later, illuminators used gesso 

in white, pink or brown underneath the gold leaf to afford it warmth of colour.  In Paris in the mid-thirteenth 

century we start to see ‘professionally illuminated’ manuscripts making use of these gesso techniques and 

burnishing the gold leaf to a high sparkle like ‘great droplets of golden mercury’ (De Hamel, 2001, p. 124).  As 

explored above, gold has particular metallurgical qualities which interplayed with the intentions of these 

illuminated books.  De Hamel describes ‘burnished gold backgrounds which flash as the leaves are turned’ 

(2001, p. 66); the super-reflective nature of the material made it dazzle, even in dim light, making gold a 

material highly suited to the book-form.  In my practice research I have experimented with applying gold leaf 

onto a variety of surfaces and coloured grounds and have found texture and porousness affect the brilliance of 

the gold.  What greatly intensifies the brilliance is allowing gold leaf surfaces to angle towards and reflect off 

each other, as the folded forms of a contemporary artist’s book may allow.   

In the early fifteenth century the advent of the printing press changed the landscape for the book, democratising 

image, word and page.  There was a vast increase in the numbers of people who could own a book, and a 

proliferating market.  Books of Hours thus coincided with and capitalised on the European Medieval market for 

books and became widely owned.  They did not all need to be expensive, but they did need to be ‘special’, and 
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this was often guaranteed by the inclusion of limited touches of gold.  This also coincided with a new age of 

craftsmanship in all areas, such as drapery, metalsmithing, paper- and vellum-making, and bookbinding, and this 

served to consolidate the position of gold as an integral material in the ‘special’ artisan book.  As a book arts 

practitioner with a metalsmithing background it is relevant to me to traverse craft disciplines.  As a metalsmith, I 

used mainly silver, a cheaper metal, and enhanced it with small amounts of gold to elevate the pieces and make 

them more ‘special’, just as the Renaissance bookbinders did.  I have transferred my use of gold to the book-

form and sought to research through practice whether, just as Medieval books were made more wondrous with a 

touch of gold, contemporary artists’ books can also be elevated in communicative impact with the application of 

gold. 

I have drawn on the context of gold in historical hand-made illuminated manuscripts in my practice research to 

suggest how the traditions of using gold in books can be carried forward into the contemporary artist’s book, 

and thereby included in artist’s book history.  I am now going to explore further the link between historical uses 

of gold in the book and contemporary artists’ books by considering the practice of bookbinding.  Artist-

bookbinders today continue to consider gold a key material by which their craft is distinguished.  This genre 

serves as a bridge between historical and traditional book artefacts and contemporary artists’ books.  As part of 

this research I interviewed contemporary artist-bookbinder Kate Holland (personal communication, 20.02.2017, 

Appendix 5).   

Asked what adjectives she would use to describe the effect of gold in her books Holland’s response was that it 

gives ‘movement’, and that it is ‘sparkly and eye-catching but not bling or brash’.  She explains that the turning 

of the book, especially with real gold leaf, displays the tooling of the artisan and is therefore a mark of quality 

and status within the craft.  

Holland discussed the effects of different golden materials she uses.  She describes the effect of real gold leaf as 

‘lush and deep’, and imitation gold as ‘tacky and brash’, and explained that she always prefers real gold as it can 

be applied with a range of techniques.  In the practical element of this research, the first of the three research 

questions explored is described in Chapter 5 Research question 1: Gold or Goldness: do different golden 

materials evoke wonder equally?  I explore a range of gold and golden materials such as gold cards, paints and 

foils, as well as leaf.  Holland’s opinions here support my research findings that although imitation gold 

materials do have an effect, that effect is not as impactful as the effect of 24-karat gold.  
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In Chapter 5 the second question I researched through practice was into the effects of different volumes of gold 

in a book-work.  The finding of this part of the practice research was inconclusive in that it was not clearly the 

case that greater or lesser ratios and volumes of gold in the book-form affect the viewer’s perception of value or 

evoked more or less of an emotional response.  The exemplar book-work I created thereby demonstrated this 

continuing question, and is entitled Is Less More?  This research question was in part derived from the interview 

with Holland, in which she said, ‘with gold, less is more: it needs room to sing’ (K Holland, personal 

communication, 20.02.2017). 

Holland also concurs that real gold is malleable and allows application processes which afford expression.  I 

asked Holland whether she felt the making process had an influence on the effect of the final artefact.  She 

responded that ‘giving good material’ is important for an item which may take a hundred and fifty hours to 

make and will be expensive.  This supports the notion that the time and skill of the maker have an effect on the 

viewer.  Also, Holland explained, the gold is used to translate ideas and allow the individual bookbinder to 

express themselves in the work.  This aligns with the notion in this study that the communicative potential can 

be affected by the making process, explored in the third practice research question. 

I compared Holland’s opinions on present-day use of gold in book-works with those of Australian contemporary 

illuminator Susan Ciantar (personal communication, 18.07.2022, Appendix 6).  Susan’s work prioritises 

traditional materials and techniques, such as the use of vellum, and gold leaf is central to her work.  While she 

has been working in this area for three decades Ciantar asserts that social media platforms such as Instagram 

‘opened up the world’ of communication within her traditional craft, allowing her to exchange information with 

other illuminators about products and techniques.  Ciantar is fascinated with the idea of book artefacts being 

seen to be important enough to be preserved for hundreds of years, and compares that to the relative lack of 

longevity of digital media.  Ciantar says, ‘A lot of people can’t touch or feel these things, but I just want to bring 

them back to life.’  Ciantar explains that gold is essential in her work for attracting the eye, and links this to the 

history of its use in times pre-electricity when the books would be viewed in candle light, and ‘the gold would 

guide the eye to where you are’ in the image or text.  When asked what the audience for her work is, Ciantar 

lists buyers who are ‘moneyed people with beautiful homes’, and identifies a desire or urge towards ‘old 

religious arts, symbolic of religion, different and unique pieces’.  Based in Melbourne, Australia, but originally 

from Malta, Ciantar compares the two cultures where in Malta there are many hundreds of old and ornate 

churches and Australia is ‘a young country with a different sort of history’.  As well as the interest in her work 

from Australian buyers for the reasons mentioned, Ciantar has also sold pieces to the Maltese Archdiocesan who 
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communicated to her that her contemporary illuminations were like ‘their history come to life’.  Ciantar, then, 

demonstrates a connection between historical illuminated manuscripts and present-day book making, and their 

audiences.  Her work shows that physical, hand-illuminated pieces using traditional techniques and materials 

can communicate to and are valued by a range of present-day audiences.  

In 2018, the Bodleian Library, Oxford, ran a special learning project entitled Redesigning the Medieval Book.  

The intention of the project was to discover how we might be inspired in our own age by Medieval book design, 

and asked artists to respond.  There was a broad range of responses to this proposal which demonstrated 

enthusiasm for Medieval crafts such as calligraphy and embroidery, as well as new design forms such as board 

games and video interpretations of Medieval literature.  Responses included a range of book-forms inspired by 

Medieval calendars and concertina books, which are more familiar artist’s book-forms.  Indeed, every one of the 

fifty-five entries could be termed an artist’s book (the definition of an artist’s book is discussed in Chapter 3).  

Materials and processes used reflected both the historical and the contemporary, including the use of 

smartphones, rubber stamping, and recycled paper.   

A small number of the respondents focused on gold materials and gold leaf as their inspiration from Medieval 

illuminated manuscripts.  Most notably is Tanya Bentham’s embroidered alphabet.  The letter ‘G’ in Bentham’s 

alphabet (Figure 25) includes gold leafed leather as its most dominant material.  Bentham’s blog of this work 

states, ‘g is for gold – what else?’ (Bentham, 2017).  Julie Shaw Lutts’ entry which has gained a place in the 

Bodleian Library Special Collections catalogued The Madonna Manuscript: an artist’s book, has responded to 

the idea of goldness as an essential Medieval special colour.  It is a glowing gold-coloured concertina book-form 

with simple and striking black print and calligraphy.  It is suggested by these examples from the Redesigning the 

Medieval Book exhibition which cite gold or goldness as a communicatively powerful material in their 

contemporary artist’s book interpretations that gold in the book ‘has an afterlife’ (D Wakelin, Professor of 

English Palaeography, University of Oxford, personal communication, 07.03.2022) in a more secular, perhaps 

science-orientated society. 
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Figure 25 

Letter G from Tanya Bentham’s alphabet (detail) 

IMAGE 

Note: From opusanglicanum 23.08.2017  

 

In tracing this history and context of gold and its use in book artefacts this research seeks to offer an expanded 

definition of the artist’s book to include historical illustrated manuscripts, where gold was part of an augmented, 

multisensory reading experience and interaction with the book, which enhanced the communicative power of the 

book object beyond the words it contained.  The practice research in this study revisits the history of illuminated 

manuscripts to explore the communicative potential of gold in a secular contemporary artist’s book context. 

The book artefacts are intended to be interacted with and experienced rather than ‘read’ in a conventional sense, 

thereby enhancing the act and definition of ‘reading’ and both combining the context of the gold-decorated 

hand-made books of the past and the particular properties and performance power of the contemporary artist’s 

book, discussed in Chapter 3.  The historical manuscripts discussed above have developed conventions on how 

to apply gold, and we have absorbed this as a system of meanings shaped by history and religion.  

Contemporary artist’s book practitioners can now draw on the history of gold in the book.  The iterative works 

in my practice research reference, evoke and experiment with those meanings and conventions to explore the 

visual language of gold, thereby drawing from and departing from traditions to broaden the definition of the 

term ‘artist’s book’. 
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Chapter 5 Research Through Practice 

Chapter 5 comprises a written description and explanation of the practice research conducted in this research 

study.  As discussed in Chapter 2 a more informal, emotional and poetic tone is adopted in this section 

appropriate to expressing the practice.  The practice research focuses on three research questions which together 

address materials, volume and making process.  It is the body of book-works and the annotated reflective 

journals which primarily demonstrate the research proposition.  Each research question has resolved and 

material experiments, plus an exemplar book-work, implying a continual progression through iterative practice.  

The description of practice is derived from a series of reflective journals which indicate the type of narrative 

used and document the processes of development as discussed in Chapter 2.  Selected images of particular pages 

are included throughout the chapter.   

The practice research was focused on gold, and ‘wonder’ was one effect that was created which then became a 

direction for my practice.  This chapter will first introduce ‘wonder’ as my focus, then briefly outline early 

research actions which led to the research questions.  There will then be a subsection for each research question 

explaining the experimentation through practice, the rationale and references, the development of the exemplar 

book-work through reflective practice and its artist’s statement. 

Wonder emerged through the materials experiments and I noticed the particular effects of gold in these 

experiments.  I then looked back into the history of gold in the book, demonstrating the seesaw effect in my 

working methods.  In Chapter 4 I have explored a range of reasons why gold was used in historical book 

artefacts such as illuminated manuscripts, and the effects that the gold elicited from the viewers of those book 

artefacts, and these included wonder.  While there is no one word which captures or describes viewers’ 

responses to gold in historical book artefacts, the term ‘wonder’ offers a description of a phenomenon which is 

both appropriate to the effect of historical illuminated manuscripts and can be taken forward into the use of gold 

in a secular contemporary context of artist’s book practice.  Wonder can be defined as: ‘the state of mind 

produced by something new: unexpected or extraordinary: admiration: a strange, astonishing thing or 

happening’ (Chambers English Dictionary, 1990, p. 1704).  As Prinz asserts, ‘to find an emotion that was 

positively valanced, associated with perplexity, and also reverent in nature […] I could think of only one 

candidate that fits this job description: wonder’.  Therefore, to provide a focus for the use of gold in my artist’s 

book practice I have selected the term ‘wonder’, defined in Chapter 1.  A full exploration into the term can be 

found in Appendix 7, Chronology of Terminology.  This study recognises that wonder is subjective.  Many of 
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the book-works are peer-reviewed through exhibitions and an artist’s residency and have received a positive 

response. 

I conducted primary research at the rare books collection of the British Library to examine my own responses to 

different uses of gold in historical book artefacts and this provided understanding relevant to the practice.  In 

this chapter, terms such as ‘wonder’ are necessarily used in a subjective sense.  

Having identified ‘wonder’ as a focus for my artist’s book practice in this study, I experimented with a variety 

of materials to compare their effects.  Through this experimentation as well as theoretical research into the 

phenomenon of wonder, I identified a range of different types of stimuli which promote a wonder response, as 

well as different materials which could create wonder. I ascribed these types of wonder stimuli to four 

categories, though there is inevitably an overlap between them.  The categories are: wonder in nature; cosmic 

wonder; cognitive surprise; and material splendour.  This knowledge and understanding influenced the practice 

research in ‘seesaw’ combination (Chapter 2) and through experimentation I found that gold or golden materials 

can create wonder in my own artist’s book practice in some of the ways outlined above.  

Chapter Palette (Savage, 2015) (Figure 26) is a book-work created to exemplify practice research into wonder 

created by natural materials, showing the homogeneity of theory and practice in my research.  Before focusing 

on gold as the key wonder-evoking material I experimented with bark, clay, glass and tea among other natural 

substances, and these are shown in this palette.  The theoretical research into wonder and the practice research 

mutually influenced each other in establishing that natural materials can evoke a response of wonder in a book-

work.  Of all the natural materials experimented with, gold had the most ‘wondrous’ effect.  My practice 

research then validated that wonder is increased when gold, itself a natural material, is used with natural and 

perishable materials as opposed to synthetic ones, and this can be seen in the third research question, Aura and 

the Making Process: does wonder depend on how it is made? and its exemplar book-work One-off Wonder 

(Savage, 2020) (Figure 95). 
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Figure 26 

Jane Savage (2015). Chapter Palette, 83 x 104 x 19 mm, 1. Bark; 2. Dutch gold leaf; 3. Clay; 4. Green tea leaves; 5. Sea glass; 6. Green 

printed tracing paper 

BOOK-WORK 

One-off piece 

 

Concurring with the notion of cosmic wonder, astronomer Robert Fuller contends that wonder is one of the 

principal human experiences that leads to the belief in an unseen order (Fuller, 2006).  Similarly, Prinz’s recent 

research into wonder suggests wonder can be evoked by a ‘perceived vastness’ (Prinz, 2008).  While my 

practice research did experiment with creating this type of wonder response, such as in Murmuration 1 and 2 

(Savage, 2015) (Figure 3 and artist’s statement Appendix 8), I have not found a connection in the practice 

research with this type of wonder in the light of its relevance to the communicative potential of gold. 

The next category of response to wonder I identified is ‘cognitive surprise’.  While cosmic wonder is more an 

awe of the vastness and wonders of the universe, cognitive surprise is rather a discombobulation and 

overwhelming of our cognitive understanding.  This can be explained to some extent by the Incongruity Theory, 

which suggests that we laugh when we experience something that challenges our perceptions of what is possible 

(Ritchie, 1999).  Kant’s Incongruity-Resolution Theory, refined by Schopenhauer, goes some way to providing 

theoretical substantiation for this response of wonder, as he postulated that the incongruity between what we 

expect and what actually happens startles us to laughter (Edinburgh Research Archive, 1999).  As Morreall says, 

the Incongruity Theory proposes that it is ‘the perception of something that violates our mental patterns and 

expectations’. (Morreall, 2016).  This theoretical research worked in ‘seesaw’ effect with my practice research 
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as I sought to create this kind of surprise from artists’ books using gold.  My practice research shows that in a 

range of book-forms gold leaf (either Dutch gold or 24-karat gold) can create a response of wonder though 

cognitive surprise, such as in Awe/Ore (Savage, 2020) (Figure 66). 

The fourth category is wonder in material splendour – in the case of this study, wonder in the material splendour 

of gold.  This is supported by Chapter 4 in which the physical properties of gold which make it visually very 

appealing, its cultural associations, and examples of the use of gold in book-works and works of art are 

discussed.  Wonder in material splendour concerns the visual sensory impact of gold.  It might concern 

admiration and the feeling of being impressed.  It could be that gold is simply a wondrous material to look at, as 

discussed in Chapter 4.  The brightness of its reflectivity, the appearance of movement across its surface, 

together with its colour, which comes from reflecting colour wavelengths differently (Chapter 4) might make 

the effect of gold overwhelming to look at, thereby creating wonder.  An experimental piece with the idea of 

material splendour can be seen in Figure 27. 

 

 

 

Figure 27 

Jane Savage (2018). Experimental piece, 38 x 52 x 2 mm, Dutch gold leaf on balsa wood 

BOOK-WORK 
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It is perhaps relevant that my research study comes at the time of the Covid-19 pandemic, when many people 

have been forced to be isolated from each other and to spend greater lengths of time online and indoors.  Piff 

and Keltner, who have carried out research into wonder, argue that wonder is the ultimate ‘collective’ emotion 

because it motivates people to do things that enhance the greater good.  Piff and Keltner identify certain stimuli 

for awe and wonder and recognise their effect on wellbeing.  They claim that: ‘awe might help shift our focus 

from our narrow self-interest to the interests of the group to which we belong.’ (Piff and Keltner, 2015).  

Therefore the choice of wonder as the focus of my artist’s book practice may contribute to a suggestion that 

contemporary artists’ books that incorporate gold could provide a means of access to moments of daily wonder, 

and thus act as a beneficial tool for wellbeing.  This could form the basis for future research.  

Early Research Activities 

To begin identifying and exploring the essential questions of the research project I initially used a 14.5 x 20.7 

cm concertina sketchbook which extends to 486.2 cm (Figure 28).  I established the space left of the centre as a 

‘macro’ area of ideas and the space to the right of the centre as a space for ‘micro’ ideas (Figure 29).  I began 

with an intuitive approach whereby I physically walked up and down beside the extended blank concertina 

sketch book and pencilled ideas instinctively in their positions on the macro micro scale.  I then added 

annotations and connecting lines, making a ‘macro micro map’ (my term).  This process elicited ideas quickly 

and effectively.  This method has similarities with the ‘washing line method’ which can be seen in the thesis of 

practice-based researcher Rachel Philpott (2011). 

                                  

(Left) Figure 28  

Jane Savage (2015).  Section of macro micro concertina sketch book 

(Right) Figure 29 

Jane Savage (2015). Macro micro concertina sketch book: centre section between the macro and micro parts, with self in the centre and 

thinking from the surface of the skin outwards on the left, and from the inside of the skin to mind, emotions and soul, to the right. 
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Through this process I was able to draw on instinct as well as contextual reading on my subject.  It suggested 

words and terminology, as well as ideas.  Many of these later emerged as relevant and useful.  Using the macro 

micro map I was able to place ideas using tacit knowledge into an order of relation to each other which 

prompted practice research directions.  The macro side of the sketchbook included ideas such as the book, the 

beyond, modern society, the sublime, architectural space, light, gold, universal patterns, nature, clay, awe, 

language, dwelling, and moment.  The micro side of the sketchbook included ideas such as inner wilderness, 

mingling, being present, contemplation, wabi-sabi, a sense of wonder, the inscrutable, indwelling, time, 

moment, joy, human narratives, humility, inner light and sustainability. 

I found that the ideas could be little more than ‘senses’ and that they were often unformed and uninformed at 

that time, and felt fragile.  I felt I needed to record the ideas slightly more formally than by hand, and yet the 

process of entering words into a keyboard, seeing them appear on the unsubtle medium of a computer screen 

and having to give them a file name felt too brutal a process for the wispy, smoke-like nature of the ideas. 

Instead, I found it helpful to run a scrap of paper into an old-fashioned typewriter and hammer out the ideas in a 

more primitive, immediate, and aesthetic fashion, gluing them quickly into their place in the map.  The 

physicality of this process was a contributory part of the development of thought.  This type of working method 

is cited by Carr, who describes the beneficial relationship between Nietzsche, his typewriter, and his ideas and 

suggests that the medium of the typewriter contributes to the formation of thoughts (Carr, 2010). 

            

(Left) Figure 30 

Jane Savage (2015). Macro micro concertina sketch book: section of macro part showing initial connections between light, the sublime, 

moments apart, gazing in wonder, and gold 

(Right) Figure 31 

Jane Savage (2015). Macro micro concertina sketch book: section of micro part showing language concerning wonder 
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The macro micro concertina sketchbook method allowed a range of ideas for research to come to the fore, which 

I then explored with theoretical and practice research.  From this, the central and peripheral ideas of the research 

study emerged and the practice research questions were established.  I then moved on from the macro micro 

map method to other methods of making connections and organising ideas such as wall-mounted post-it note 

planning.  This enabled me to create a visual map of chapter headings and sub-topics, as well as creating a group 

of peripheral research topics and moving ideas easily around to consolidate an understanding of the research 

direction.  I transferred ideas and wording from the post-it note planning to a series of large wall hanging plans 

of approximately 50 x 200 cm (Figure 32).  These allowed the post-it note ideas to develop into headings and 

subheadings which resembled a contents page.  I used newsprint, which is large and inexpensive and could be 

replaced each time the titles and subheadings changed.  These methods contributed to establishing the practice 

research focuses.  Once these directions were clear I created more formal working methods for organising the 

research.  The theoretical part of the research was organised into box files and the practice research was 

organised through reflective journals 

 

   

Figure 32 

Example of wall-hung plan, approx 50 x 200 cm, 2017 

The following subsections will describe and explain the practice research undertaken towards the three key 

research questions. 
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Research question 1: Gold or Goldness: do different golden materials evoke wonder 

equally? 

‘All that glisters is not gold’ 

(Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice, 1596) 

 

We are delighted, fascinated, spellbound by gold, by its dazzling surface and glowing golden light.  As has been 

seen in Chapter 4, the human race has, over all time and in every region of the earth, before and after the coming 

about of any monetary system, been bedizened by gold, and our enchanted response to it is well documented.  

But does it need to be real gold?  Are we in fact responding to ‘goldness’?   

In this practice research question, the purpose is to ascertain whether the gold used in the artist’s book to evoke 

a visceral reaction of wonder need be real gold, or whether it can be gold-like – suggestive of gold; equally 

shiny; imitation; containing gold; gold-painted; golden; or even golden light. 

This research question is addressed and tested in practice research throughout the project.  The main 

experimentation was shown in the exhibition ‘Drawing Board Expo: 3 Questions’, February-March 2018, 

exhibited in the University of Portsmouth Eldon Building and Library exhibition spaces.  

I am submitting one exemplar book-work, Awe/Ore (Savage, 2020), as a demonstration of several strands of the 

research undertaken into the question of whether the gold needs to be real gold to evoke a sense of wonder in the 

contemporary artist’s book.  The documentation of this practice research is directly derived from my numbered 

reflective journals.  

Experimentation through practice 

In Reflective Journal number 16, November 2017, I asked the question: What is goldness?  What does it depend 

on?  The intuitive response I gave at the time was: ‘Goldness is not a colour, it is light.  It depends on a 

reflective glow’.  I set out to test this idea by experimenting with a range of golden paints and materials (Figures 

33 and 34) to assess their effect and made contemporaneous reflective notes on each material.  For example, 

against an oil-based gilding liquid I wrote: ‘This isn’t gold, it just says gold on the tin’.  This is because I found 

that oil-based paints and stains simulated a yellow-gold colour but had no light-reflective quality when dry.  I 

experimented with different application techniques such as brushing and dripping, and upon different surfaces, 

to see if it altered the effect of the material which claimed to be ‘gold’.  Each time I asked the question ‘does 

this have goldness?’  If so, why?  If not, why not?   
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(Left) Figure 33 

Example of oil-based ‘gold’ paint which does not have reflective qualities 

(Right) Figure 34 

Examples of gold-like or golden materials, paints and inks used in practice research experiments 

 

I found that the thicker oil-based paints had a colour you could describe as ‘gold’, as opposed to ‘silver’, for 

example; however, they had no reflective quality, and gave no impression of goldness or being golden.  When 

applied thinly to a white background, they gave a more ‘golden’ quality, because the whiteness of the surface 

beneath offered a sense of light.  However, there was still no reflectivity, and no sense of ‘goldness’.  Low-

quality water-based ‘gold’ paint had some hint of goldness because it had a granular texture, and therefore 

presented lots of light-reflecting surfaces in its structure when applied thinly to a flat surface.  While it did not 

create a sense of wonder, there was a sense of goldness here through a combination of the colour and light-

reflecting surface of the paint.  This led me to experiment with other materials such as metallic foils and Dutch 

gold leaf to compare the effects of colour and reflectivity. 
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In one experiment I put a silver-foiled coin in the centre-crease of one book, and a gold-foiled one in that of 

another (Figures 35 and 36), and recorded their comparative different effects.  This experiment led to 

understanding of the materials which informed the research.  The reflective journal records that with the gold-

foiled coin, we ‘do not see the edges of the object, we see the glow around it’ (Reflective Journal number 16, 

page 10). 

 

                                      

 

Figures 35 and 36 

Reflective Journal number 16 (November 2017), page 10, detail. Experiments with gold-foiled and silver-foiled coins 

 

Reflective Journal number 16, page 10 records the experience: the silver-foiled coin looked ‘as if you found a 

coin you accidentally lost in a book’.  The gold-foiled coin looked ‘as if you’ve found the secret of the book, the 

heart of it, its meaning.  Something glowing is alive, reaches out from the book and connects with the ball of 

glowing light inside ourselves.  Thus the book is wondrous’.   

The only difference between the two coins and books was the colour of the foil.  This led me to question 

whether its colour was therefore the wondrous quality of gold, and how important the light-reflectivity is.  I 

experimented with the reflective qualities of the gold and silver foils by photographing them within folds of dark 

paper (Figures 37 and 38) and found that while both foils reflected light and their colour onto the paper, the gold 

foil created a greater, warmer and more intense glow than the silver foil did.  Also, in the images the golden 

glow seemed to dominate and detract attention from the gold-foiled coin next to it, while the silver-foiled coin 

seemed to be more dominant than the silver glow it produced.  
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Figures 37 and 38 

Reflective Journal number 16 (November 2017), pages 12 and 13, details.  Experiments in light reflectivity in a darkened area, with gold-

foiled and silver-foiled coins, demonstrating the greater warmth and effect of glow from the gold-foiled coin 

 

These experiments contributed an understanding of how different ‘golden’ materials do or do not create wonder.  

They demonstrate that while the warmth of the yellow-gold colour is a contributory factor, it is not effective in 

creating wonder without the ‘glow’ of reflected light, therefore the surface of the material used must be highly 

reflective.  The experiments also show that other materials which may be light-reflective but are not golden in 

colour do not create wonder, either – while they are reflective they do not produce the edge-blurring glow that 

seems to contribute a sense of wonder.  For example, highly shiny gold card is reflective in a mirror-like fashion 

but does not create light and gives no sense of glow or wonder.  All ‘gold’ materials such as gold card or gold 

paints give a different effect when angled differently in the light, and can thus be illuminated, making some of 

their surfaces seem more golden than others (Figures 39 and 40). 
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(Left) Figure 39 

Reflective Journal number 16 (February 2018), page 22, detail.  Experiment with folded gold card to demonstrate the effect of the material 

when angled differently to the light 

(Right) Figure 40 

Reflective Journal number 16 (February 2018), page 24, detail.  Gold water-based paint on white card folded form.  Experiment to 

demonstrate the effect of the plain when angled differently to the light. 

 

As part of the research, in February and March 2018 I presented experimental work in the University of 

Portsmouth Eldon Building and Library exhibition spaces, demonstrating three research questions in the forms 

they took at the time.  This exhibition, ‘Drawing Board Expo: 3 Questions’, collated work from the practice 

research into three groupings: All that glistens is not gold: does it have to be real gold, or is association 

enough?; Reindeer see lichen in luminous yellow: how do we respond to goldness?; and In Praise of Shadows: 

is gold more powerful in the dark?  It was an exhibition to demonstrate and reflect upon the in-progress 

research.  The research questions arose from the research itself, partly from theoretical study and partly from the 

artistic experimentation described throughout Chapter 4.  Their enquiries have contributed strongly to the 

research. 

An extract from the artist’s statement (Appendix 9) accompanying the exhibition shows an emerging focus on 

materials and what kinds of goldness we might respond to in a contemporary artist’s book, as follows: 
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First question: All that glistens is not gold: does it have to be real gold, or is association enough?  This 

question concerns materials and considers the practicalities and expense of using real gold in the artist’s book; 

and the peculiar influence of the imagination to enable us to bridge gaps in reality, when we interact with a 

book-form.  This question begins to explore whether it is solely the reflective quality of gold that is responsible 

for its appeal, or whether our visceral response arises from the wider cultural significance of gold.  

Numerous materials were tested for wondrous effect, such as gold paper card, day-glo card, a variety of gold 

paints, Dutch gold leaf, copper and silver leaf, gold and silver foils, and gold glitter and dust.  These were 

applied to a range of surfaces conducive to an artist’s book, such as different paper types, balsa wood, cloth, 

newspaper and bark.  Examples of these experiments are shown in Figure 41. 
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Figure 41 

Reflective Journal number 16 (March 2018), page 33, detail.  Examples of materials experiments presented in ‘Drawing Board Expo: 3 

Questions, 2018’ 

1. gold acrylic paint; 2. gold foil; 3. gold glitter; 4. a selection of gold fibre-tipped and liquid pens; 5. water-based gold paint; 6. a dish of 

flakes of Dutch gold leaf; 7. gold- and silver-foiled coins; 8. paint samples on a range of dark and light papers; 9. paint and Dutch gold leaf 

samples on balsa wood; 10. silver and copper leaf on a folded card form; 11. different volumes of paint on dark card;  12. reflected-light 

folded card experiments with pink and yellow day-glo card and gold card; 13. gold card convex and concave folded forms; 14. hexagonal 

folded forms with gold card on the interior; 15. copper leaf on shiny magazine paper folio form; 16. Dutch gold leaf on shiny magazine 

paper folio form 

Several of the materials, such as copper leaf, gold leaf and day-glo card, created reflected light.  The materials 

that created reflected light were the most effective in terms of beginning to elicit a sense of wonder.  Some of 

these materials were more reflective than others: for example, the metal leaves were more reflective than the 

day-glo cards, which needed particular folding and bright white surroundings to reflect their colour, and while 

they reflected their colour they did not seem to create light.  Some materials, such as the gold card, were bright 

or ‘golden’ in colour but did not create a ‘glowing’ effect, and thus had no wondrous effect.  

The artist’s statement also shows the early stages of the consideration in this research: that the light of gold and 

the idea of life, and coming to life, are connected and thus gold can be deployed in art to create wonder: 

Second question: Reindeer see lichen in luminous yellow: how do we respond to goldness?  I am fascinated by 

reindeer seeing their scarce food source as ‘gold’, in a wilderness of greys.  It resonates with the idea of life-

force being depicted in gold by numerous artists; and with the interchanging of the words ‘life’ and ‘light’ – 

both of which are connected to gold.  In these practical explorations I make reference to the sculptural work of 

arte povera artist Giuseppe Penone, and to the book artist Mark Iwinski, combining goldness with bark and tree 

cores.  

To address and consider these ideas in practice research, I lined tree bark with various ‘golden’ materials such as 

paints and gold leaf, putting the ‘life’ back into the tree bark by filling it with golden light.  I found that the 

paints created colour but no reflectivity; however, the Dutch gold leaf on bark created an impression ‘greater 

than the sum of its parts’.  As well as being reflective, emphasising and honouring the surface of the bark and 

giving a sense of movement to the piece, the gold leaf seemed important as a material itself: as if gold plus bark 
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gave two natural materials and each honoured and complemented the other.  The gold leaf (imitation at this 

stage) did indeed give a sense of life to the bark pieces (Figures 42 and 43).  

 

             

 

 

(Left) Figure 42 

Reflective Journal number 16 (March 2018), page 32, detail.  Experiments with gold and natural and perishable materials 

1. oil-based paint on shiny bark; 2. Dutch gold leaf on newspaper; 3. oil-based paint on highly porous bark; 4. acrylic paint on bark; 5. 

water-based paint on card in shadowed area of the form; 6. oil-based paint over acrylic paint on bark; 7 and 8. Dutch gold leaf on 

Pergamenata paper; 9. acrylic paint on highly porous bark, inner surface; 10. acrylic paint on bark; 11. Dutch gold leaf on newsprint with 

Japanese stab binding stitch, rolled book-form; 12 and 13. Dutch gold leaf on bark inner side, to experiment with the effect of light on the 

concave surface; 14. Dutch gold leaf protruding from bark edge; 15. unfired clay and twig spoon gilded with Dutch gold leaf; 16. Dutch 

gold leaf on newspaper. 

(Right) Figure 43 

Reflective Journal number 16 (March 2018), page 3, detail.  Experimental piece with Dutch gold leaf on bark 
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Further developing this research, I used tree ring rubbings to make an image within which I gilded a tree ring 

(Figure 44) with Dutch gold leaf to suggest life-force within the tree trunk.  From this idea I made a resolved 

piece, Untitled (Savage 2018) (Figure 45), which developed these experiments into a contemporary artist’s 

book-form.  This piece demonstrates the finding that the Dutch gold leaf was a more impactful material than any 

of the other ‘golden’ materials experimented with, and that it can ‘bring to life’ other materials and suggest an 

idea of life within.  I had not used 24-karat gold leaf at this stage, as its higher cost makes it prohibitive for 

extensive use in experimentation.  However, the Dutch gold, at a fraction of the cost, offers a close indication of 

what the 24-karat gold leaf would look like and how it would behave as a material.  

 

 

               

 

(Left) Figure 44 

Reflective Journal number 16 (March 2018), page 31, detail.  Tree ring print with Dutch gold leaf intended to depict the life-force within the 

tree 

(Right) Figure 45 

Jane Savage (2018). Untitled.  Approx 80 x 95 x 85 mm rolled up, newsprint paper, Dutch gold leaf, book thread 

ARTIST’S BOOK 

One-off Piece 
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Through this practice research I realised that gold (in this case Dutch gold leaf) used on fragile and perishable 

materials such as bark, newspaper, unfired clay and paper can offer an enhanced sense of wonder.  To explore 

this idea I referred to wabi-sabi philosophy (defined in Chapter 1) as a reference and gained an understanding of 

this through wider reading, primarily of Koren (2015) and Okakura (2011).  I found it interesting and relevant 

that gold lacquer is used in traditional Japanese and Chinese kintsugi, the restoring of broken ceramic ware with 

golden urushi sap.  The use of the gold on worn and humble materials serves to honour them by recognising that 

a material which is changing is therefore living – has life.  This connects with Chapter 4 in which I discuss the 

use of gold in artworks to suggest life. 

I chose to respond to my reading of Koren’s writing with a written interpretation of the understanding I had 

gained.  In these more personal and instinctive notes made on my experience of reading Koren (2008) I 

commented, ‘lots of key words seem to be emerging, so I have highlighted them, by instinct: Aura; traces (of 

people and life); the haptic; natural/interacting with nature; 'living', in that they are changing; the hand-made: 

each being individual (even if it's not hand-made, it has an individual life and story); humble - things in their 

place.  Humble - in terms of importance, but humble is also exalted.’ 

These interpretations support the practical finding that gold on perishable materials adds to the sense of wonder.  

Far from being ‘dead’, the bark, soft paper and unfired clay are ‘alive’ in that they are changing, and this life or 

animation, or story, lends dimension to the experience of the viewer.  Similarly, the original or individual, 

whether natural or hand-made, seems to offer more in terms of character and communication than the mass-

produced, identical or imperishable.  Added to this, the contrast between the ‘worthless’ material such as bark or 

paper, and the ‘precious’ metal gold converts the artist’s book that uses these materials together into an object 

that is both precious and humble.  It is also interesting that these perishable materials all come from the earth, 

and will return there to continue to change, but gold will remain unchanged through time.  The idea of the 

monetary value of the gold is challenged, leaving only its value as a wondrous material.   

The phrase ‘Cheap enough to drop and lose, and precious enough to keep forever’ was noted in Reflective 

Journal number 17, page 35, where my practice research focused on unfired clay.  The phrase sums up the 

nature of the contemporary artist’s book I wished to create in response to this research question, by combining 

‘throw-away’ perishable materials and precious 24-karat gold leaf. 

Finally, the artist’s statement for ‘Drawing Board Expo: 3 Questions’ (Appendix 9) shows that the particular 

quality of being able to glow or dazzle even in the dark, thus making use of the forms and folding of artists’ 
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books, is a significant factor in creating wonder using gold in the artist’s book, and my research began to 

experiment with materials that afforded this: 

The final question in this indicative example of work in progress is: In Praise of Shadows: is goldness more 

powerful in the dark?  It takes inspiration from an essay by Junichiro Tanizaki entitled In Praise of Shadows, 

which brings to life Eastern notions of the aesthetic place of gold, and presents a beguiling argument for hiding 

our most extravagant ore in order to appreciate its special qualities. 

As part of my practice-based approach I created the work Between the Larches (Savage, 2016) (Figure 12) for 

an exhibition in Gallery 28 Albert Road by the Bohemian Group in response to a brief concerning the King’s 

Theatre, Southsea.  In this work I used gold leaf to suggest stories running through a dark forest, and this formed 

the beginning of my experimentation with gold in the dark.  In ‘Drawing Board Expo: 3 Questions’, I showed 

further experiments using gold within hooded black paper spaces (Figure 46), gold against white as opposed to 

black backgrounds, and gold set back within shadows inside a box-type form (Figure 47). 

 

                                   

(Left) Figure 46 

Reflective Journal number 16 (March 2018), page 35, detail. Dutch gold leaf within hooded black paper form 

(Right) Figure 47 

Reflective Journal number 16, page 24, detail. Practice experiment with Dutch gold leaf on balsa wood recessed in a card form 

In Tanizaki’s essay he expounds the notion that gold has a more wondrous effect in dimmer, darker 

surroundings than in bright surroundings.  Tanizaki was specifically referring to gold ware and furniture in 
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architectural spaces.  I identify a parallel between the book-form and architectural spaces, which supports the 

relevance of the theory that gold might have a more wondrous effect in darkened surroundings within a 

contemporary artist’s book. 

Tanizaki explains, ‘Sometimes a superb piece of black lacquerware, decorated perhaps with flecks of silver and 

gold […] [w]ill seem to me unsettlingly garish and altogether vulgar.  But render pitch black the void in which 

they stand, and light then not with the rays of the sun or electricity but rather a single lantern or candle […] how 

it gleams forth from out of the darkness and reflects the lamplight’ (Tanizaki, 2001, p. 23).  Here Tanizaki 

assesses the rationale of traditional Japanese decoration, deriving from a pre-electric era when gold 

embellishment would be intended to be viewed in dim surroundings.  He bemoans the coming of electric 

lighting to a famous Japanese restaurant and observes how it altered and detracted from the original gold 

decoration: ‘There is a famous restaurant in Kyoto, the Waranjiya, one of the attractions of which was until 

recently that the dining rooms were lit by candlelight.’  Tanizaki explains that before electric light the gold 

tableware conveyed a different effect: ‘in the still dimmer light of the candlestand, as I gazed at the trays and 

bowls standing in the shadows cast by that flickering point of flame, I discovered in the gloss of this 

lacquerware a depth and richness like that of a still, dark pond’ (Tanizaki, 2001, p. 21).   

Tanizaki’s observations led me to consider how these ideas might transfer to the effect of gold used in a 

contemporary artist’s book.  Outside, there already is sun.  An artist’s book begins as a ‘closed room’, a space of 

darkness – in which, from the darkness, you discover the brilliance of the sun through gold.  Does it have its 

greatest effect when it springs from the darkness?  Could this darkness be a subtle, almost conceptual darkness?  

These questions arose from my reading of Tanizaki and then the ’seesaw effect’ of theoretical and practical 

work described in Chapter 2 informed the experimental research in practice. 

Tanizaki indicates the particular effect of gold illuminated by candlelight.  I responded to this theory in the 

practice research, testing the effects of experimental pieces with gold leaf in candlelight.  This idea is also 

woven into the rationale for the exemplar book-work for this research question, Awe/Ore (Savage, 2020).  Does 

gold in the contemporary artist’s book ‘gleam forth as if it had burst into flame’? (Tanizaki, 2001, p. 36).   

While I found that both Dutch gold leaf and 24-karat gold leaf react with much more impact and reflectivity 

under candlelight than other golden materials such as paint, I also found a difference between Dutch gold leaf 

and 24-karat gold leaf under candlelight, exemplified below (Figures 48 and 49), where the work on the left is 

Dutch gold leaf and that on the right is 24-karat gold leaf.  Both are photographed close to candlelight.  While 
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both have high reflectivity and a brilliance, the 24-karat gold leaf has a quality of depth ‘beneath’ its surface, 

which gives it a more wondrous impact than the Dutch gold which, though dazzling, seems less dimensional.  

Tanizaki too made this observation: ‘How, in such a dark place, gold draws so much light to itself is a mystery’ 

(Tanizaki, 2001, p. 36). 

 

             

(Right) Figure 48 

Practice experiment with Dutch gold leaf lit by candlelight (experiment re-photographed, April 2021) 

(Left) Figure 49 

Practice experiment with 24-karat gold leaf lit by candlelight (experiment re-photographed, April 2021) 

 

The experimentation through practice for this research question Gold or Goldness: do different golden materials 

evoke wonder equally? therefore included the replication of experimental works in both light and dark materials.  

Some of these experiments, shown in Figure 50, were included in the 2018 exhibition ‘Drawing Board Expo:3 

Questions’.  This practice research contributed an understanding of how golden materials work differently with 

light and dark surroundings in the contemporary artist’s book, and this understanding informed each of the three 

exemplar book-works submitted in part-fulfilment of this research project.  
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Figure 50 

Reflective Journal number 16, page 35.  Examples of practice experiments concerning gold in a darkened context 

1.  large gold card folded form; 2.  concave white card folded form with gold acrylic paint; 3.  concave black card folded form with gold 

water-based paint; 4.  two white card box forms with Dutch gold leaf on balsa wood in the recess; 5.  black card hexagonal forms with gold 

acrylic paint on inner plains; 6.  black tissue paper signature with gold-foiled coin; 7.  white tissue paper signature with gold -foiled coin; 8.  

three signatures with experiments in volume and positioning of gold on the pages; 9.  Jane Savage (2016) Between the Larches; 10.  deep-

recessed grey card folded form with gold acrylic paint in inner; 11.  black card hood structures with different volumes of gold leaf; 12.  

black card hood structures with different volumes of gold pen-ink. 
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Rationale and references for Awe/Ore (Savage, 2020) 

Through the research process I worked through approximately one hundred and twenty four experimental pieces 

and material experiments and five exhibitions, and brought together a response to the research question Gold or 

Goldness: do different golden materials evoke wonder equally? that seeks to encapsulate the findings in an 

exemplar book-work.  While not intended as an ‘answer’ to the question, the book-work Awe/Ore (Savage, 

2020) was developed by drawing together several elements of the findings of the practice research described 

above and is intended to encapsulate those findings.  I referred to my reflective journals in developing the 

rationale for this work.  Reflective Journal number 17 (2019) (Figure 51) documents the main practice research 

rationale and initial references behind the development of this book-work. 

 

  

 

Figure 51 

Reflective Journal number 17 (October 2019), pages 24 and 25.  These pages show practice research decisions concerning pocket-sized 

scale and portability, as well as a folded form with dull exterior and gold interior, which contributed to the development of the work 
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Figure 52 

Reflective Journal number 19 (June 2020), pages 2 and 3.  These pages show practice research decisions concerning the matchbox form, 

and the contrasting expanding inner folded form 

 

First, my practice research showed that real 24-karat gold leaf, as opposed to Dutch gold leaf or other ‘golden’ 

materials such as foil, card or paint, gives a more wondrous effect in the book-form.  Therefore, I intended this 

piece to demonstrate the unique qualities of the material, which are that it has a super-reflective lustre; it has a 

particular allure under candlelight; and that it has the greatest impact when it reflects off itself – meaning when 

planes of gold leaf are angled so they reflect off each other (Figure 52).  This is an important quality, 

particularly to demonstrate that the gold ‘gleams forth as if it had burst into flame’, as Tanizaki expressed it 

(Tanazaki, 2001, p. 36).  The maquettes for Awe/Ore use Dutch gold leaf, and the final version uses 24-karat 

gold leaf. 

Second, the work is intended to demonstrate some of the particular properties of a contemporary artist’s book.  

Here I drew on my research into Medieval Books of Hours in Chapter 4 and girdle books, as personal and 

portable ‘spaces’ or ‘moments’ of spiritual succour.  I brought this to a secular, inclusive and contemporary 
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context as an artist’s book.  The Christian traveller’s icon pictured in Figures 53 and 54 gave an example of a 

contemporary spiritual item in a pocket-sized book-form, which uses goldness to provide a moment of 

emotional response.  The intention of my exemplar book-work, Awe/Ore (Savage, 2020) is to use gold in a 

portable, personal contemporary artist’s book which can create a moment of wonder.  Therefore, I chose a 

pocket-sized scale.   

 

          

 

(Left) Figure 53  Christian pocket-sized icon closed, shown with a matchbox to indicate scale, demonstrating dark exterior 

(Right) Figure 54  Christian pocket-sized icon open, showing gold coloured expanding interior contrasting with the exterior 

 

Thirdly, I intended to build into this work the notion that the effect of wonder from the gold can be enhanced 

with less ‘valuable’ and more everyday, perhaps perishable, materials.  This is in keeping with the idea that this 

artist’s book should be available to everyone: an ‘ordinary’, everyday accessible moment of wonder.  It also 

honours the idea of gold being a ‘democratic’ material.  Although gold is more abundant in some areas, it can be 

found across all continents; and is typically owned, albeit in minute quantities, by people of all levels of wealth.  

The intention was for the work to be a ‘humble’ object – something everyone could have.  Therefore, I chose the 

form of a matchbox.  This is an item indeed ‘cheap enough to drop and lose’.  Once it becomes an artist’s book 

with a golden moment of wonder inside, it becomes ‘precious enough to keep forever’.  Another key reason for 

choosing a matchbox form is that it creates an imaginative link with the naked flame, connecting with the 

research findings about gold leaf appearing more deeply lustrous in candlelight.  The inclusion of matches and a 

strike strip within the work are enough to suggest flame illumination to the imagination.  Just as a match from a 

matchbox flares into golden light, so the gold leaf is intended to bring forth a burst of golden light from this 

matchbox-form artist’s book. 
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There is some relation with previous works for which I have used the matchbook form, reflective materials, and 

expanding folds to create a moment of surprise and wonder, where the interior of the artist’s book is greater than 

the exterior due to the expanding folds, and due also to the use of reflective surfaces to augment the interior.  An 

example of this is Small Forest (Savage, 2013) (Figure 10) where the idea was to fit a forest into a matchbook.  

Another work on which I have drawn in this research is Red Fort (Savage, 2013) (Figures 55 and 56).  This 

work was created before the commencement of this PhD.  This artist’s book recounts the experience of seeing a 

mirrored ceiling illuminated by the idea of a lit match.  While the match gives too weak a light to actually 

illuminate the tiny mirrors high above, the female figure holding up the match relies on the viewer’s imagination 

to join the ideas of the match and the mirrors together and make light.  Artists’ books similarly employ the 

imagination.  In Red Fort, there is a cut-out impression of a match, and a silver leaf suggestion of a mirrored 

ceiling.  In Awe/Ore matches and a strike strip suggest to the imagination that the work can be viewed in the 

light of a flame. 

 

                     

 

Figures 55 and 56 

Jane Savage (2013). Red Fort, 85 x 100 x 14 mm, papers and silver leaf 

ARTIST’S BOOK 

One-off piece          

Lastly, a matchbox-style book-form lends itself to a ‘reveal’ moment.  The exterior of the piece does not 

communicate or create ‘wonder’, as the interior is intended to do.  There are a series of haptic, interactive steps 

involved in opening a matchbox-form artist’s book.  My intention was for the impact of the ‘reveal’ moment to 



101 

GOLD IN THE ARTIST’S BOOK 

 

be increased by the interior of the artist’s book being greater in size than the exterior.  Therefore, I chose to put 

the gold within an expanding folded form.  This would also provide opposing surfaces for the gold to reflect 

against itself.  Figure 57 shows Reflective Journal number 19 pages 4 and 5, describing how the technical 

aspects of the folded form and the dimensions relating to the matchbox were achieved through process. 

 

 

 

Figure 57 

Reflective Journal number 19 (June 2020), pages 4 and 5, demonstrating the process of establishing folding technique and dimensions 

 

Development through reflective practice 

Once the rationale for the piece was developed as described above, I used iterative processes in the form of 

numerous maquettes.  This process was effective in terms of the technicalities of producing the finished piece.  

For example, I tested thicknesses of card and paper for their scale and whether they folded, held their shape and 

closed well.  I used Dutch gold in all the developmental work.  The first maquettes used white card as the 

backing for the gold.  The particular folded form I chose shows a large amount of reverse surface and I imagined 

at the beginning of the process that white would create the right effect around the gold leaf.   
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In experimenting with Dutch gold leaf in the folded form, the reflective journal notes: ‘Amazing – the gold (fake 

in this case) reflects off itself when the surfaces face each other and GLOWS.  Thus, this folded form is 

successful.  There is a magical, special, ALIVE feeling when looking at this or holding it in your hand.’ (Figure 

58).  This can be seen in Figures 59 and 60, where the same gilded fold-form is photographed flat, and then 

folded.  Both show reflective surfaces with a warm colour; however, the glow is significantly intensified when 

the gilded surfaces are allowed to reflect off each other. 

 

Figure 58 

Reflective Journal number 19 (June 2020), pages 6 and 7.  Page 6 contains the annotations, ‘Amazing – the gold (fake in this case) reflects 

off itself when the surfaces face each other and GLOWS.  Thus, this folded form is successful.  There is a magical, special, ALIVE feeling 

when looking at this or holding it in your hand.’, and ‘colour, light, reflectivity = warm, alive, glow.’  Page 7 contains the annotations, ‘If 

cognitive surprise is to be a factor in the impact of this work, then I first need to establish a ground against which surprise can be registered 

and its consequences activated.  Thus, ‘mundane’ matchbox, dull, light-absorbing, dark outer.’ And ‘should work by material splendour.  

Therefore remains rooted to the research question.’ 
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(Left) Figure 59 

Materials experiment.  Dutch gold leaf on white card, flattened form 

(Right) Figure 60 

Materials experiment.  Dutch gold leaf on white card, folded form, showing how the surfaces reflecting off each other intensifies the effect 

 

I then made the same folded form in 24-karat gold and compared it with the Dutch gold maquette.  The 

reflective journal notes the comparison: ‘colour, light, reflectivity = warm, alive, glow.’ (Figure 58) and ‘the 

real gold is a brighter and more complex experience’.  Page 11 notes, ‘The fake looks fantastic until you put it 

next to the real’.   

At this point I referred back to the research question, Gold or Goldness: do different golden materials evoke 

wonder equally?  The development of the practice research had shown than different ‘golden’ materials do not 

evoke wonder equally, as described above.  It also showed that Dutch gold and 24-karat gold do not evoke 

wonder equally when used in comparable contexts.  I then considered how the gold evokes wonder, and how to 

allow this to occur in the work.  The reflective journal records, ‘If cognitive surprise is to be a factor in the 

impact of this work, then I first need to establish a ground against which surprise can be registered and its 

consequences activated.  Thus, “mundane” matchbox, dull, light-absorbing, dark outer.’ (Figure 58).  I therefore 

began to decide the colour palette and materials that would surround the gold leaf, and experimented with 

brown, grey and black cards and paint replacing the white of the first maquette.  I painted the interior and 

exterior of the matchbox a strong black, having in mind Anish Kapoor’s interest in Vantablack to create a ‘black 

hole’, an almost absence of material matter (Kapoor obtained sole use of this product in 2016).  To compare the 
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effect, I painted the white backing card of the fold in the first maquette black and noted the difference.  The 

reflective journal notes, ‘I feel excited about making it in black.  There’s a change.’ (Figure 61).  Page 14 of the 

reflective journal notes the decision to use ‘thin black card – soft lustre to it, almost velvety-brown’ for the 

backing to the gold leaf, so there would be no shine from this to compete with the gold. 

 

 

Figure 61 

Reflective Journal number 19 (June 2020) , pages 12 and 13.  Page 13 contains the annotation, ‘I feel excited about making it in black.  

There’s a change.’ 

 

Continuing to consider how the sense of wonder could be created, I observed in Reflective Journal number 19, 

page 7 (Figure 58) that the piece ‘should work by material splendour.  Therefore, remains rooted to the research 

question’.  The reference I had in mind was the work of Yves Klein, discussed in Chapter 4, who exalted the 

wondrous rather than the monetary value of gold as a material in his art, and often demonstrated its splendour by 

using gold in densely arranged facets which could reflect off each other, as shown in his Gold Leaf Table, 1963 
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(Figure 62).  Though there is no folding here, the reflective, bright and yellow qualities of the gold leaf are 

intensified by the depth of the gold leaf pieces in the table-top and their positioning in relation to each other. 

There is no photograph available to show how this table might look in a darkened room lit by naked flame, so I 

am unable to make this comparison.   

 

 

Figure 62 

Yves Klein  (1961). Table Monogold, 125 z 100 x 38 cm, plexiglass, gold leaf, stainless steel 

IMAGE 

Note. From Artnet, n.d. 

 

To similarly demonstrate the material splendour of gold leaf I made a maquette with two of the folds attached 

together, and then another with three.  The increased number of folds and facets of gold leaf did give the form a 

‘sense of the effect being multiplied’ (Reflective Journal number 19, p. 11).  However, when the three folded 

forms together were made into a matchbox-sized book-form they ceased to perform that function.  This is 

because the scale of the form is too small for the three forms to open sufficiently to show their interiors and 

reflect the light.  Therefore, I chose to use two folded forms together for the gold interior of the book-form, 

which seemed to maximise the effect of the material splendour of the gold.            

The practice research above led me to finalise decisions about the materials for the exemplar book-work.  This 

included technical and practical decisions.  Examples of a range of questions, reflections and decisions include, 

‘Do I want it to look like an authentic matchbox – leave the outer as it is?  No.  Why?  Because it’s too 
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anonymous, and this is an artist’s book.  And I would like to use the outer for title and information’, and ‘I 

would like at least a suggestion of the facility for the match to strike – attempted to make the inner book cover 

from sandpaper but it cracks really badly when folded.  So will try sticking a panel of it.’ (Reflective Journal 

number 19, page 16).  I laid the range of materials chosen for the exemplar book-work together and asked in the 

reflective journal, ‘What do they say?’  My reflective response was, ‘Dark, introverted, subdued, dumbed.’  

(Reflective Journal number 19, page17).  This responded to the intention for a dark and un-distracting context 

for the gold, with no conflicting qualities.   

The title of the work was then decided: Awe/Ore.  It addresses the research question by referring to the material 

of gold, with the word ‘ore’.  The word ‘awe’ responds to the intention to create a moment of emotional 

response to the material splendour of the gold and is a term closely linked to wonder.  In designing the outside 

cover of the matchbox, an example of the thought process is: ‘a matchbox as well as an artist’s book.  Why?  To 

keep attached to the idea that this is a small, ordinary everyday personal item that you might commonly have in 

your pocket – why?  Because this is about a moment of wonder in everyday life’ (Reflective Journal number 19, 

page 20, Figure 63).   

Having constructed Awe/Ore, I reflected on it in the reflective journal and ‘tested’ it against my own criteria, 

making reflective notes.  An extract from these notes makes three primary observations: ‘Uses the facility of the 

leap of imagination.  Power of the miniature.  Reflectivity of gold against itself with facets of folds.’  I asked, ‘Is 

it a book?  Yes.  Does it perform?  Yes.  Is the gold wondrous?  Yes!’ (Reflective Journal number 19, page 21, 

Figure 63). 
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Figure 63 

Reflective Journal number 19 (June 2020), pages 20 and 21.  These pages show the  conclusion of the project and contain the annotations, 

‘Uses the facility of the leap of imagination.  Power of the miniature.  Reflectivity of gold against itself with facets of folds.’  I asked, ‘Is it a 

book?  Yes.  Does it perform?  Yes.  Is the gold wondrous?  Yes!’ 

 

Reflective journal annotations on page 21 reflect, ‘Piece is completed.  It’s one interpretation, example, of how 

the awe of ore in the contemporary artist’s book can be shown.  It encompasses ‘moment’ and cognitive 

surprise.  It considers the function of gold in the dark, by its dull materials, box interior, and inclusion of 

matches.  It acknowledges the artist’s book form with book cloth and book stitching (and) with a sandpaper 

‘spine’ and a ‘book cover’, using the dimensions of the matchbox as a book.  Qualities of the artist’s book: 

personal and portable, and folded form.’ (Figure 63).  The completed piece, Awe/Ore, can be seen in Figures 64, 

65 and 66. 

Peer assessment 

I submitted a proposal (Appendix 11) for a seven-minute video ‘walk-through’ of Awe/Ore to be shown as part 

of the screenings and events at the BABE artists’ books event on 17-18 April 2021, held at the Arnolfini, 
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Bristol, UK.  This proposal was accepted and the presentation of Awe/Ore appeared at this event.  This was an 

opportunity, therefore, for Awe/Ore to be viewed and discussed by a specialist book arts audience, as well as the 

public.  As the proposal states, I hope ‘to provide a moment of wonder and awe through the use of gold as a 

material for the viewers of the BABE event’ with this artist’s book.  The video can be viewed on the following 

link: https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLytJtzE6p3_AliyNMDXb0XdMJxp22GXtJ 

 

 

                      

 

Figures 64 and 65 

Jane Savage (2020). Awe/Ore, 50 x 35 x 11mm, card, book cloth, matches, 24-karat gold leaf, other materials 

ARTIST’S BOOK 

Edition of 5 
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Figure 66 

Jane Savage (2020). Awe/Ore, 50 x 35 x 11 mm, Card, book cloth, matches, 24-karat gold leaf, other materials 

ARTIST’S BOOK 

Edition of 5 

ARTIST’S STATEMENT 

 

Title of work:   Awe/Ore  

Awe/Ore, Artist’s book, Jane Savage July 2020 

Card, book cloth, matches, 24-karat gold leaf, other materials 

50 x 35 x 11 mm 

Edition of 5 
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The piece has been created in response to one of three practice-based research questions in the PhD research 

study.  The research question is Gold or Goldness: do different golden materials evoke wonder equally? This 

piece draws together several key strands from the experimental practice research towards this question 

throughout the study. 

This artist’s book takes the form of a matchbox.  While anyone can see it is a matchbox, its exterior has been 

altered and designed to be reminiscent of a book cover.  Its colours are dull, muted, understated, 

unremarkable.  Two matches included inside provide the typical sound of a matchbox. Slide the drawer out 

and reveal the two matches, and a tiny black card book designed like a matchbook.  This is opened to reveal 

an elaborate expanding fold filled with gold leaf.  It will fold quickly back up and go back in your pocket like 

an ordinary matchbox. 

Cheap enough to drop and lose, precious enough to keep forever.  An original tradition in artists’ books is 

that they should be democratic, taking art off gallery walls and into the hands of the ordinary people, into the 

everyday.  As a matchbox form, this piece embodies that notion and couples it with the more historical 

tradition of personal and portable items carried to provide a burst of positive emotion, such as Books of 

Hours.  The materials and form are cheap and ‘throwaway’, except for the 24-karat gold leaf inside, which is 

not only an expensive material but is precious in terms of its rarity, and the esteem we hold for it. 

A moment of wonder in everyday life.  Moment is important to this work.  An artist’s book can be a way of 

handling time.  With this piece, the viewer is invited to pause for a moment in an ordinary day, take out the 

matchbox, and follow the habitual interactive steps it encourages.  Slide the drawer, handle the contents.  

Perhaps strike a match and watch the golden flame flare into life, offering a moment of wonderment and 

fascination.  However, this is not a matchbox, it is an artist’s book, and as your fingers work closely with 

small movements to open the tiny book-form within, the double extended fold filled with gold bursts into 

glowing, ember-like dazzling light, causing a moment of discombobulation of the senses, surprise, and 

wonder. 

The material splendour of gold.  The concept of this work is based on demonstrating the particular properties 

of ‘real’ gold leaf (24-karat) as a material in the book-form.  The dark, diminutive materials on all parts of the 

artist’s book other than the gold inside set a scene from within which the gold can shine, inspired by the 

Japanese essayist Junichiro Tanizaki.  The folded form is designed to create crevasses and facets which catch, 

multiply and reflect back light from the unique surface of the gold, focusing our attention intensely on the 

wonders and splendour of the material itself.  In so doing, the work responds to its question Gold or 

Goldness: do different golden materials evoke wonder equally? with an emphatic ‘yes’, real gold creates 

greater wonder than any imitation. 

References: Yves Klein; In Praise of Shadows, Junichiro Tanizaki; Ed Ruscha (democratic nature of the 

artist’s book) 

Key words: hand-held; personal; precious; wonder; surprise 

 

Table 2 Artist’s statement for Awe/Ore, (Savage 2020) 



111 

GOLD IN THE ARTIST’S BOOK 

 

Research question 2: How Much is Too Much: is wonder affected by volume? 

‘with gold, less is more: it needs room to sing’.  

 (Kate Holland, personal communication, 20.02.17) 

 

Holland describes her experience of the effectiveness of different volumes of gold by saying, ‘it needs room to 

sing’ (interview notes, Appendix 5), proposing that gold can have a greater and more wondrous impact (an 

effect suggested by her word ‘sing’) in the book-form in smaller quantities.   

Holland does indeed use gold sparingly, and it does add specialness – ‘richness’ and ‘movement’, which are 

words Holland uses in the interview – to her work.  An example (Figure 67) is her 2018 cover for The Picture of 

Dorian Gray (collection of John Makepeace), which includes yellow gold and aluminium highlights and gold 

tooled dots.   

 

                  

 

(Left) Figure 67 

Kate Holland (2018).  Artisan cover for The Picture of Dorian Gray 

IMAGE 

Note. From Kate Holland, n.d. 

(Right) Figure 68 

Queen of Leuchtenberg of Theodolinde Beauharnais, seventh-century Gospel 

IMAGE 

Note. From Global Intergold, n.d. 



112 

GOLD IN THE ARTIST’S BOOK 

 

However, historical examples of books show the use of gold to create wonder in a range of proportions from 

mere traces to full coverage.  One example of many early and Medieval hand-made books entirely covered in 

gold is the seventh century Gospel (Figure 68), perhaps the most ancient golden book cover of the Middle Ages, 

now held at the Cathedral of Monza, Italy.  Made by the order of the Queen of Leuchtenberg of Theodolinde 

Beauharnais, it is framed with gold leaf and decorated with Byzantine enamels and precious stones. This book is 

housed in the vaults of the cathedral of the Italian city of Monza.  Commissioned by royalty and decorated with 

the most expensive materials, the book inspires awe; and its softly, eternally glowing gold surface does evoke 

the wonder of our gaze.  

The question is, then, how much is too much gold in a contemporary artist’s book to create wonder?  We have 

seen in Chapter 4 that gold can create wonder, but is this affected by the volume, proportion or ratio of gold to 

other materials in the artefact?  I have researched this question through practice which I describe below, taking 

reference closely from my reflective journals.  As with research question 1, above, I have chosen to describe 

experiments and completed pieces which formed part of the research process, and present one exemplar book-

work, titled Is Less More? (Savage, 2021) 

Experiment through practice 

In the Major Review meeting during this research study in March 2017 reviewer Dr Brett Stevens gave me a 

chocolate coin covered in gold foil which he had found in his desk drawer before coming to the meeting, and 

connected light-heartedly with my work.  He recounted that there were lots of chocolate coins in the drawer but 

although it occurred to him to bring one for each member of the meeting, ‘one on its own felt more special’.  

Lots would be ‘too much’, one was ‘small but has more effect’, in Brett’s words (personal communication 

08.03.2017).   

While this was an incidental conversation I recalled and recounted as primary data on 14th November 2017 in 

my Reflective Journal number 16 and asked the question, ‘how much is too much?’, I went on to use gold- and 

silver-foil-covered chocolate coins to assess their effects in different proportions to each other.  I took 

photographs of different groupings of coins and asked questions in the reflective journal, noting down my 

responses at the time.  

Firstly, I asked, ‘what is the effect of all gold coins? (Reflective Journal number16, page 8).  The response I 

recorded notes that although the gold foil was ‘a warm image, soft, glowing.  Even the shadows are golden and 

soft’, the effect of this was affected by the form of the coin and brought associations from this, which tampered 
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with the effect of the soft glow.  The reflective journal notes that: ‘it does look like a stash of coins, very story-

book treasure style.  Our association with that, our cultural folk tales take over.  Slight feeling of danger, of 

greed, of piracy.’  This observation is supported by ideas in Chapter 4 that discusses our more vulgar and greedy 

responses to gold when it is associated with its monetary value, and our eyes shine ‘unholily’ (London, 2013) 

rather than reflecting a more ‘soulful’ wonder and delight. 

A relevant and useful understanding was achieved when all-gold coloured coins were compared to all-silver 

coloured coins.  While the all-gold coins had softness, warmth and glow, the all-silver coins had a ‘definite 

hardness’ (Reflective Journal number 16, page 8).  There was ‘shine, but no glow.’  Because of this, the 

appearance of the effect had ‘definitely no wonder’, and was ‘much more like money than like a material’.  This 

was a useful observation because it suggested that even in the form of gold-foil coins, goldness has a certain 

glow which means the impact it has as a material happens before the impact it offers as the item it is made into, 

whereas the silver material of silver-foil coins communicated the impression of coins before having an effect as 

a material in itself.  As the reflective journal documents, the gold foil coins have ‘a halo of light that augment 

their physical objectness.’ (Reflective Journal number 16, page 8).   

Continuing to experiment with the idea of volume, I asked the question, ‘How do we respond to the gold and 

silver when one is the exception among the other?’ (Reflective Journal number 16, page 9).  I took an image 

first of both one gold-foil coin among lots of silver ones, and then of one silver-foil coin among lots of gold 

ones.  The reflective journal notes that ‘in both images, the eye is more attracted to the gold – its glow and 

warmth.’  This suggests that the proportion of goldness among other materials does not affect the impact of the 

goldness.  The notes go on to reflect: ‘the word ‘warmth’ keeps coming up – warmth = energy = light (= life).  

Ergo, gold = life!’  This evidences a stage in the research where I began to interpret the wondrous effect of gold 

in the contemporary artist’s book as connected to the notion of the energy of life or aliveness.  This contributed 

to both the exemplar book-works, Awe/Ore and One-off Wonder. (Reflective Journal number 16, pages 8 and 9).   

However, although the inclusion of a smaller proportion of gold in the image did not hinder the impact of the 

goldness and its capacity to communicate its ‘warmth’, contemporaneous notes in the reflective journal do 

postulate that the sense of wonder might be affected by volume (Reflective Journal number 16, page 9).  I asked 

the question, ‘Is the one gold coin in these images more effective in terms of wonder than the lots of gold coins 

in those images?’  The reflection I made at the time was, ‘Yes, I think so.  Lots = material splendour.  One = 

exception, apart, special.’  This was important in the research because it revealed that different quantities of gold 
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can have equal impact, perhaps evoking equal wonder, but for different reasons.  With greater quantities of gold 

in an artist’s book we might experience wonder at its material splendour.  With a tiny volume of gold in an 

artist’s book we might experience a sense of wonder through its contrast with its surroundings, or by our gaze 

being directed and held.  Therefore, this practice experiment contributed ideas about how gold can work to 

create wonder in contemporary artists’ books. 

An observation I made in the reflective journal after these gold-foil coin experiments was, ‘Final thought – you 

can’t help “basking” in reminders of the sun when you look at discs of gold.  Part of gold’s power, then is the 

sun.’  While this note did not seem immediately relevant as I considered volume, it became a key understanding 

further on in the research process during the development of the practice research for One-off Wonder.  This is 

an example of how one of the roles of the reflective journal in practice research is to capture contemporaneous 

thoughts and reactions which later come to contribute to the development of new knowledge. 

After these experimental works I felt that no clear answer had emerged to the question Does volume affect 

wonder?  There seemed to be no optimum wonder-evoking volume. The question How much is too much? 

remained, and therefore formed the basis of the exemplar book-work Is Less More? (Savage, 2020) (Figure 74). 

Rationale and references for Is Less More? (Savage, 2020) 

As primary research which contributed to this research question I visited the British Library’s Treasures 

Collection on 19 Nov 2017.  This collection of rare, special and hand-made historical book artefacts includes 

many gold-embellished pieces.  I made notes on eleven of these pieces (Appendix 12).  I selected these eleven 

artefacts because they demonstrate a range of different ways that gold has historically been used in the book-

form.  While this was my key criterion for selection, it happens that these artefacts span continents, faiths and 

historical periods, representing China, Japan, Afghanistan, Turkey, Britain, Europe, Egypt, the Malay Peninsula 

and Burma, and ranged from the thirteenth to the nineteenth centuries.  Each artefact demonstrates a different 

use of gold in the book-form, and various golden materials were used.  Photography was not permitted in this 

collection so I made notes and drawings: images of these notebook pages can be found in Appendix 12. 

One example showed the text itself, Buddhist mantras, written in gold paint (eighteenth century Chinese 

Diamond Sutra and Heart Sutra).  The text concerns enlightenment and enlightened beings.  These gold 

characters are painted on plant leaves on the paper surface.  The illustrations on the facing pages do not contain 

gold.  My impression was that the gold is placed to emphasise which part of the content of the book is most 

sacred, in this case the words rather than the illustrations. 
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In a seventeenth century Japanese book of fables recounting the tale of the night attack at Horikawa (Japan, 

1640-80), which is hand written and hand painted, areas of the pages are dappled with gold.  Contemporaneous 

notes I made on the effect of this include: ‘speckled-effect borders (put me in mind of splatter-painting, or very 

spotty marbling) invite you into the centre of a page.  A border introduces the possibilities of the page.’ 

(Appendix 12).  In this example there was a smaller volume of gold used in the book artefact, in a pattern of 

small dots.  The gold did lend a sense of wonder to the experience of viewing the book, demonstrating the 

power of small quantities of gold to have this effect.  

Gold leaf rather than gold paint can be seen in the fourteenth century British Luttrell Psalter.  The gold is used in 

illustrations of birds and fantasy creatures which embellish the manuscript.  I noted that ‘here, the gold is so, so 

bright – seems to be actual metal rather than paint.  Gold leaf.’  This prompted me to notice the different effects 

of gold paint compared to gold leaf in several artefacts.  Walking around the artefacts, I noted in relation to the 

gold leaf that ‘I glance sideways at these two books, with the gold leaf, and the gold beams and shines out – 

incomparable with any other colour or visual stimulus around.’  (Appendix 12).  As the viewer moves, or the 

book is moved when handled, the gold reflects differently, making this an ever-changing, time-based 

experience.  This was an important observation, contributing to the notion that real gold is more wondrous in its 

effect than imitation or other golden materials.  It also demonstrates that it is not the volume of gold leaf that 

creates wonder, as the gold in these artefacts was not the dominant material in the books.  

A range of European miniature prayer books from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries demonstrate a variety of 

different uses of gold in the book-form.  The miniature scale of the prayer books, as well as the intricacy of their 

making and the preciousness of the materials, including gold, ‘make you want to hold them in your hand’.  The 

tallest was eight and a half centimetres, and most were around five centimetres tall and around one and a half to 

two centimetres thick.  Every example of a miniature prayer book in the collection contained gold.  Examples of 

more subtle or sparing uses of golden materials included gold-painted text block edges, gold embossed into 

leather covers, and gold painted fill-ins.  Examples of more overtly used golden materials included full casing 

made in beaten gold, golden covered binding, and golden slip covers (Appendix 12).  I noted at the time that the 

miniature prayer books were all ‘utterly gorgeous’, and that many were ‘not over-embellished, (gave a) sense of 

secrecy.’  These were useful observations and contributed to the research by building understanding of the 

importance of scale, particularly the aspect of being tiny and hand-held, and how that can work to increase the 

impact and sense of preciousness of the gold.  I used a hand-held miniature scale in Awe/Ore (Figure 80).  The 

idea of secrecy informed the process towards developing Is Less More? (Figure 74) where I created a series of 



116 

GOLD IN THE ARTIST’S BOOK 

 

twist-box forms which hold the ‘secret’ of the gold inside, in different quantities, that are only revealed when 

you open each one.  The observation ‘not over-embellished’ contributes to the question of volume remaining 

open and unanswered, as it reflects wonder created by gold in a variety of quantities and ways. 

Tyndale’s New Testament (Cologne, 1525), is a beautifully printed bible with illustrations.  All the text and 

images are printed in black ink on white paper, with no colour or other embellishment.  However, the text block 

edges are in bright gold.  This feature sets this book apart from any other ‘ordinary’ book on a shelf and elevates 

it.  When closed, a book can look like any other, except this bright golden-edged one, which would shine out 

and draw the attention.  This links back to the idea at the beginning of the previous sub-section that one on its 

own can feel ‘more special’ (B Stevens, personal communication, 08.03.17) – that a smaller ratio of gold among 

other materials (in this case books) around it can have a greater effect of wonder. 

An observation exemplified by Sultan Baybar’s Qur’an (Cairo 1305-6), as well as a nineteenth century Qur’an 

from the Malay Peninsula, is that ‘the message, the effect of interacting with these books is achieved as much by 

‘“pace” and by decoration as by text.’ (Appendix 12).  This was a ‘repeated phenomenon’ that I observed in 

many works in the collection as a whole, where the text (often religious) does not take up very much space on 

each page at all, though it is usually embellished, and often with gold.  There is a high proportion of blank space 

around it.  This means the small, gold-decorated text sits in a large blank context.  This space around the gold 

adds to the impact and effect of the gold.   

In the nineteenth century artefact Life of the Buddha, the gold leaf is applied to some faces of a concertina book 

fold.  This is a less traditional book-form, and different from the others in the collection, most of which are 

scrolls or codex form books with recto and verso pages.  More unusual folds such as the concertina are more 

commonly featured in contemporary artists’ books.  While the artefact was a static exhibit, I could move around 

it to emulate the light changes that take place when we hold and interact with an artist’s book.  In doing so, I 

found that ‘the gold vanishes into its dull background one moment then suddenly gleams into life from another 

angle.’ (Appendix 12)  This was an informative moment, as I realised the potential for folded forms to create an 

intense effect from the gold.  I used this understanding in experimental pieces and the exemplar book-works 

Awe/Ore and One-off Wonder. 

Primary research into the historical uses of gold in the book-form therefore revealed that gold leaf offered a 

greater and more wondrous impact than gold paint.  The research showed that varying amounts and proportions 

of gold in a book-form can have a wondrous effect.  More gold can give a wondrous blast of material splendour, 
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while less gold can invite gaze, create a surprise, and give feeling of specialness from the contrast with its 

surroundings.  This primary research experience led me to understand how gold performs in unconventionally 

folded book artefacts, as well as how it performs when the viewer moves around the book or the book is moved 

by the viewer.  The research was informative about the way gold acts in the book when the book is an object of 

wonder, rather than simply a vessel containing written language to be read.   

This contributed to the development of this research question because it prompted the question of volume, 

leading to my decision to present a question rather than an ‘answer’ in my exemplar book-work Is Less More? 

(Figure 74).  I took my understanding of how gold in different volumes can work to create different kinds of 

wonder into my exemplar book-works, using the idea of material splendour in Awe/Ore above (Figure 80) and 

surprise, gaze and contrast in One-off Wonder (Figure 95).  The power of the objectness of a book with gold in it 

was an important realisation from this primary research.  The research showed that no written text is needed in 

an artist’s book which creates wonder, it does not have to be a conventional book-form, and the attributes of 

gold can work within the scope of the contemporary artist’s book in a range of ways to create wonder. 

Having decided that the final work should represent the question itself rather than ‘answer’ it, I then referred to 

an earlier experimental work in my practice research and decided to remake one of those pieces several times 

over, using a different volume of gold in each, to afford a comparison.  The work I initially decided to remake 

was an experimental piece of a tree ring print with one of its rings filled in in gold leaf (Figure 44).  The tree 

ring experiment was shown in ‘Drawing Board Expo: 3 Questions’, discussed above (Appendix 9).  The reason 

for this choice was that the image is repeatable and provides the opportunity for filling varying numbers of tree 

rings with gold to thereby demonstrate a comparison.  I also chose this image as through this research process I 

have considered wonder in nature as a path into creating wonder in a contemporary artist’s book; however, 

although this may provide material for future research, it became a peripheral line of enquiry once I had 

established gold as the focus.   

As further primary research I visited the exhibition ‘A Certain Kind of Light’ at the Towner Gallery, Eastbourne 

(May 2017).  Among other works I made notes on Garry Fabian Miller’s piece Year Two, Lead (VII, I, II, VIII, 

IX), December 2007.  I then used this work as a reference in this research question.  Reviews of Fabian Miller’s 

work suggest that he is interested in ‘cameraless photography’ (Barnes, 2005) – in producing photographic 

effects in unconventional ways.  My interest in this piece was in the way it evoked a comparison.  The light 
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glowing through the black background had a golden hue and was in similar shapes but varying quantities across 

a series of images.   

Notes taken during the visit record my reactions to the different quantities of golden light: ‘The first instinct 

when viewing this series is to be drawn to the fourth one, with the most goldness.  It is instantly attractive, and 

delight-inducing, like a glowing smiling bar of gorgeous goldenness that you feel could warm you.  It causes a 

sensation in the spirits.  Then time moves on, the eyes decide to wander from one to another of the canvases.  

What is the response?  The experience quickly begins to be less sensational: we are more quietly attracted, more 

fascinated, it feels more as if we are searching for a feeling.  We go from the second, to the fifth, to the third, 

liking the minimal volume of goldness more and more, and enjoying the peaceful, meaningful, quietly intense 

and communicative feeling experienced.’  This shows that the greatest volume of gold was initially the most 

eye-catching and did induce ‘delight’, was ‘glowing’, ‘gorgeous’ and ‘warm’, and ‘caused a sensation in the 

spirits’. Smaller volumes of the golden light, however, left me ‘more fascinated’ and ‘searching for a feeling’ 

and were ‘quietly intense’.  Therefore, once again, it is not clear whether greater or lesser volumes of goldness 

are more likely to evoke wonder.   

In summary, the rationale and references for Is Less More? derived from primary research at the British Library 

and the Towner Art Gallery and an interview with Kate Holland, as well as through experimenting in practice 

research described above.  This led to the decision to present the research question itself through the artist’s 

book-work Is Less More?  I chose a light-suggestive bright white Pergamenata paper as a context for the 24-

karat gold leaf and decided to use a simple image repeated in a series of ‘pages’ arranged next to each other for 

comparison as the book-form.  Each image would contain a different amount of gold leaf for the viewer to 

experience their different effects.  This initial planning occurred in Reflective Journal number 17, pates 26 and 

27 (Figure 69).  The intention of the work is to suggest a question too subjective to answer. 
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Figure 69 

Reflective Journal number 17 (October 2019), pages 26 and 27, showing the rationale and references and initial concept for the research 

question How Much is Too Much: is wonder affected by volume? 

 

Development through reflective practice 

Once the rationale for the piece was developed as described above I experimented with scale, heaviness and 

colour of printing, and the number of repeated images necessary for the effect.  I completed the first version of 

the work (Figure 70), with six ‘pages’ of tree rings with differing volumes of gold leaf (Dutch gold at this 

stage).  I reflected on the work at this stage of the process.  I noted that the Pergamenata was ‘lovely, air-like’, 

which relates to the notion of constructing a sense of space in an artist’s book with air and light.  I also noted 

that the gold on paper for this research question was ‘appropriate’ (Reflective Journal number, page 16).  I also 

reflected that the ‘shape of the gold areas varies from image to image and has an effect, (and that) this is 

distorting the comparison’. (Reflective Journal number, page 16).  I asked, ‘is the tree ring image necessary?’, 

and concluded that it was not, and that it created distracting variations.  I also noted that ‘these separate sheets at 



120 

GOLD IN THE ARTIST’S BOOK 

 

this scale are not working as a book-form.  They do not offer the sense of reveal that is part of wonder.’ 

(Reflective Journal number, pages 17 and 18).   

 

 

Figure 70 

Initial version of the concept for the research question ’How Much is Too Much: is wonder affected by volume?’.   Six identical images 

containing varying volumes of Dutch gold leaf to invite comparison 

 

To address the first issue raised here, that the tree ring image was unnecessary and created distractingly irregular 

areas of gold, I decided to make another version with no tree ring image, taking a stylised version of one of the 

gold shapes and replicating that across six ‘pages’ in increasing sizes.  I considered how much I could remove 

while still communicating the concept (Figure 71).  While a comparison of the effects of different volumes of 

gold was more feasible in this version, reflecting on the experiment showed that the flat page form was 

insufficient as a book-form for the intention of this piece.  Fabian Miller’s ‘flat’ light boxes had been my 

reference for this decision; however, his mesmerising work concerns photography and is not a book-work.   
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Figure 71 

Second version of the concept for the research question ’How Much is Too Much: is wonder affected by volume?’.  A stylised shape from 

version one was repeated in Dutch gold leaf in a range of sizes across six pages 

 

At this stage of the process I reconsidered the form of the piece.  Page 17 of Reflective Journal number 18 

shows the development of flat pages to twist-box forms and notes that they ‘give the idea that each one can be 

hidden and revealed.’  The gold would then be inside each box, giving it a ‘specimen-feel’, thereby suggesting 

that the contents are to be examined or that the piece is an experiment, to see what volume of gold is most 

wondrous.  

This approach has some relation to earlier works for which I have used box-like forms.  In experimenting with a 

range of traditional book-making approaches I created Chinese thread books, which involve hidden pockets and 

twist-box forms revealing spaces within a seemingly flat book (2014).  There is a similar sense of interaction 

and discovery in the Chinese thread book-form and the twist-boxes of the work developed for this research 

question.  I referred to the Chinese thread book experiments and noted, ‘Thread books, where treasures are kept.  

Secreted until the treasure is revealed.’ (Reflective Journal number 18, page 18). This then seems like a suitable 

form for this work, where gold leaf is certainly ‘treasure’.  Chinese thread books have multiple hidden 

collapsible boxes within them, and this informed the idea of increasing the number of ‘pages’ or boxes for 
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comparison from the six I had previously been working on: ‘maybe make lots, to demonstrate the idea of 

comparison.’ (Reflective Journal number 18, page 18).  Thus, referring to earlier work contributed to the 

development of this practice research. 

Through an iterative process of multiple experiments I then made decisions on the thickness of the paper and the 

scale and number of the twist-boxes, making technical notes on the making process as well as reflecting on the 

effects of the decisions.  The technical notes throughout provide information that could be shared to remake the 

work.  In developing the twist-boxes I observed that the action of opening and closing the boxes resembles a 

twist-action camera aperture.  I noted that this association is appropriate to the work, as it is about ‘looking, 

objectively, with assessing eyes’ (Reflective Journal number 18, page 19) which is what this work intends to 

invite the viewer to do.  I noted that looking though a camera lens felt like ‘an invitation to the question’ 

(Reflective Journal number 18, page 19. 

I decided on twelve.  This is enough boxes to offer a detailed comparison of volume of gold.  I decided that the 

twist-boxes should both form a whole and be able to be interacted with – opened and closed – separately.  

Separate boxes can also be reordered in relation to each other so they can be displayed in size order of volume 

of gold or in random order.  To correspond with the base shape of the twist-boxes and avoid creating a 

distracting image I decided to apply the gold leaf in a square shape in each box, Figure 72.  24-karat gold leaf 

was used for this final version. 
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Figure 72 

Reflective Journal number 18 (May 2020), pages 20 and 21, showing the development and technical details of the twist box forms and 

volumes of gold leaf 

 

Reflective Journal number 18, pages 24 and 25 (Figure 73), show the completed work Is Less More? (June 

2020).  This series of eleven images shows the work with all the twist-boxes open, with all of them closed, and 

with different combinations of open and closed boxes.  Minimal materials are used around the gold so that the 

focus is held by the gold and the idea of volume is the central communication.  The form is intended to invite 

inquiry, through choosing which boxes to open, creating time to peer and consider, and miniature ‘rooms’ in 

which to experience a reaction.  It takes time to open and close each box, so the viewer is waiting to see what is 

inside in order to increase the focus on the moment of reveal.  In a traditional book-form, turning the pages is a 

time-based experience driven by the reader.  The reflective journal notes that the twist-box forms would invite 

viewers to ‘peer into each one and consider’ and give ‘a time between each.’ (Reflective Journal number 18, 

page 17). 
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As recorded in the reflective journal (page 25) the ‘interactive idea invites inquiry – what different effects do the 

different amounts of gold have?  The work suggests there is no clear amount.  Viewers may agree that less is 

more but cannot agree on how much less.  There is a sense of wonder from peering into each.’ 

 

 

 

 

Figure 73 

Reflective Journal number 18 (May 2020), pages 24 and 25, demonstrating the interactive aspect of the exemplar book-work Is Less More? 

(Savage, 2020) 
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Figure 74 

Jane Savage (2020).  Is Less More? 12 pieces of 70 x 70 x 70 mm each, Pergamenata white paper and 24-karat gold leaf 

ARTIST’S BOOK 

Edition of 2 

 

ARTIST’S STATEMENT 

 

Title of work:  Is Less More? 

Is Less More? Artist’s book, Jane Savage, June 2020 

Pergamenata white paper and 24-karat gold leaf 

12 pieces of 70 x 70 x 70 mm each 
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Edition of 2 

Is Less More?  This work is in response to the PhD research question How Much is Too Much: is wonder 

affected by volume? 

Twelve twist-fold white paper box forms, each displaying in its base a gold square of different size, in an 

ascending order across the set.  The work can be physically interactive or imagination-interactive. 

This piece emerged as the culmination of practical research and development through my PhD study, where I 

made experimental book-forms using different gold and golden materials in different quantities and 

proportions in the book-form to evoke a response of wonder from the viewer. 

These experiments showed that there is no clear answer to the question ‘how much is too much?’.  A sense of 

wonder can be experienced from an entirely golden book-form, such as Glow Book (Savage 2018), and also 

by just a trace of gold on the form, such as in the Tree Rings (Savage 2018) experiments.  This exemplar 

book-work intends to leave the question unanswered, and instead to invite a consideration of the question 

from the viewer. 

Having found through my research that real gold rather than other golden materials has a colour, 

reflectiveness and sense of depth and warmth which gives a more ‘wondrous’ feeling, I chose to use 24-karat 

gold leaf for this work.  To balance the fine quality of this material I chose white Pergamenata paper, 160 

gsm, which has a light-giving translucency and a crispness like air or ice, rather than paper. 

Through the development of this piece I reduced the use of image or detail to a minimum to avoid other 

influences on the effect of the piece.  There is therefore no image beyond a simple square shape, increasing in 

size across each box. 

In development, having taken away variation in the shape of the area of the gold, I felt the separate pages the 

gold was on were not in this case sufficient as a book-form; and also did not go far enough to address the 

intention of the work as a question.  This piece is therefore a series of twist-boxes.  This form is taken from 

traditional Chinese thread books which concealed treasures – suitable for gold.  

Boxes are a recognised and well-used book-form within the genre of artists’ books.  The twist-box looks from 

above like the aperture of a camera, thereby suggesting objective and thoughtful viewing.  The boxes can be 

easily closed with a clockwise twist, concealing the gold area within and allowing different combinations and 

comparisons to be viewed and considered.  Each box can be peered into separately and the response, 

comparing which volume is more wondrous, experienced. 

 

Key words: wonder light gold dazzle charm 

 

Table 3 

Artist’s Statement for Is Less More?, (Savage, 2020) 
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Research question 3: Aura and the Making Process: does wonder depend on how it is made? 

‘It is important for me to see the original, and not just a good copy, and I delight in the fact that a work was 

created by the hands of an artist.’  

(Prinz, 2013) 

The final practice research question in this study concerns the importance of the making process on the viewer’s 

experience of wonder.  To approach this question I first conducted theoretical research into the significance of 

the hand-making process in an object, such as an artist’s book.  This led me to notions of objects having an 

‘aura’, to use Walter Benjamin’s term (Benjamin, 1935) discussed in Chapter 3.  

My field of reading included All Made By Hand (Arnold, 1970), The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 

Reproduction (Benjamin, 1935), A Pioneer Potter: an Autobiography (Cardew, 1989), Made by Hand (Hayman 

& Warner, 2014) and A Short Book about Drawing (Marr, 2013).  I also consulted the writing of Prinz, 

mentioned earlier, who has conducted research into the degree to which people value original art works against 

copies (Prinz, 2013).  This range of sources provided anecdotal testimony, as well as academic insight, and 

helped to establish the question of whether a hand-made contemporary artist’s book might create wonder more 

readily than one that is mechanically produced. 

Benjamin offers fundamental thinking into the ‘auraticism’ of inanimate objects, meaning that an original has a 

significance or value to the viewer that is greater than its copies.  His context was the era of ‘mechanical 

production’, and he suggested in this essay that a unique object has more ‘aura’ or value than a multiple, 

affording these singular objects more significance on account of their means of production. 

Twentieth century Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung, in Man and His Symbols, (Carl Jung Depth Psychology, 1980) 

also talks about objects being invested with expressive qualities – the alchemical idea of ‘spirit in matter’ – and 

Kandinsky proposed that objects possess a ‘secret soul’ (Kandinsky, 1977).  While these theories expound the 

notion that an object, such as a book artefact, can have ‘aura’, or ‘spirit’, the question still remains, is a hand-

made contemporary artist’s book which incorporates gold more or less likely to create wonder than one created 

by mechanical or digital means?  Chapter 5 describes and explains my practice research, and while the action of 

my hands making is not seen, it shows my tacit judgements made through the connection of hand and mind: for 

example, the knowledge through practice that paint labelled ‘gold’ is not gold; descriptions of how different 
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weights of paper feel and behave, and the experience of twisting the boxes.  Is there an effect from these 

processes within the finished book-work itself? 

In his article ‘Why wonder is the most human of all emotions’ (Prinz, 2013) Prinz discusses a survey he 

conducted: ‘What power the original, the hand-made, versus the reproduced?  We [Prinz] told test subjects to 

imagine that the Mona Lisa was destroyed in a fire, but that there happened to be a perfect copy that even 

experts couldn’t tell from the original.  If they could see just one or the other, would they rather see the ashes of 

the original, or a perfect duplicate:  80% of respondents chose the ashes: apparently, we value copies less, and 

attribute almost magical significance to originals.’ (Prinz, 2013).  This contemporary source concurs with the 

earlier ones, that original artefacts have more allure than copies or multiples.  It may imply that the original is 

likely to be hand-made, or even perhaps that the original artefact uses materials which need to be worked by 

hand. 

The research question I pursued through practice therefore centres on aura and the making process: does wonder 

depend on how it is made?  This question arose as an important idea during the course of the research.  The 

theoretical research described above, as well as the practice research described below, contributed to the 

emergence of this research question. 

Bringing elements of this research together, I developed the exemplar book-work One-off Wonder (Savage, 

2020) to exemplify this research question.  I will draw upon Reflective Journals 19 and 20 to describe and 

explain the research process. 

Experimentation through practice 

I have described above how in my practice research I considered a range of materials that might evoke wonder 

(Chapter Palette, Figure 26).  I found that these materials all needed to be worked by hand.  Through my 

research I also found that gold on fragile and perishable materials can evoke wonder.  This research led me to 

make links with Indian unfired clay chai cups.  I recalled my own travelling experience in the early 1990s and 

the intense emotional moments and sense of wonder I associate with these hand-made but inexpensive clay 

cups.  To explore this link and identify its relevance to my research project, I used free prose writing as a 

research method to draw out, within the freedom of narrative writing, ideas and thoughts that might be of value 

to the research (Appendix 1).  This activity contributed to the research by providing strong personal anecdotal 

evidence of the ‘aura’ of objects – ‘The little clay cup would lend its humanity to your hand’ (Appendix 1) – as 
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well as more general anecdote: ‘blogged by every modern-gadget-bedecked ‘eco’ traveller – are universally 

recognised and all seem to be touched by their charm, poeticism – and simple sustainability’.  It also helped to 

confirm my idea that perishable materials have a particular capacity for ‘aura’.  The chai cups are single-use and 

are ‘thrown back through the barred window from whence it came, so to break down harmlessly into the earth.’ 

(Appendix 1).  

The writing process conjured memories and helped me to relive them as I recreated in words the details of the 

chai cups: ‘Chai cups are hand-made, and no two will ever be exactly the same.  Each one is made from earth 

from its region.  They are roughly hand-thrown, intended in the mind of the maker to fit cosily in the hand, and 

hold exactly 6 rupees’ worth of chai to its brim.  The cups cannot avoid carrying the aura, or trace, of their 

maker.  Every once in a while, the maker will leave a clearer trace, like the scored flower on the side of my chai 

cup one night, put there to give a moment of joy to an anonymous recipient.  I have never forgotten it.’ 

(Appendix 1).  Comparing this recorded experience of hand-made tea cups with the idea of identical factory 

produced cups contributed to my pursuit of the idea that the hand-made object, as well as one made of 

perishable materials, may have the capacity to create more wonder.  Every hand-made object is an original – as 

noted by Benjamin and Prinz.  Alongside the free writing research technique I used stoneware clay to create a 

series of chai cups using different hand-made techniques (Figures 75).  This research activity allowed me to 

reflect on the significances of the material and form, and was a practice research method in that it facilitated 

thought through action. 

 

        

Figure 75 

Jane Savage (2015).  Chai cup experiment, unfired stoneware 
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In February 2016 I took part in a Mail Art project on the theme of ‘Exchange’ initiated by another research 

student at the University of Portsmouth.  I interpreted the brief to be relevant to my research study at that time.  

The work I made is a two-part book-work, comprising the artist’s books Exchange – Swatch and Exchange - 

Table of Contents (Savage, 2016) (Figures 76, 77, 78).  In keeping with the origins of Mail Art it is a one-off 

hand-made work.  Swatch is a gathering of twenty-six materials used as paper.  They are arranged in a sequence 

according to their production and paper technology, and thus relating to their relative functions and perceptions.  

Earlier materials are more natural, and recent papers are sleeker and have a greater chemical content or process.  

The artist’s statement (Appendix 13) recounts that ‘The process was a deeply satisfying engagement with the 

materials, feeling the furry yet smooth surfaces, the tension and weight; testing how resistant, how fibrous, how 

soft; how durable in form and hue, what longevity.’  This demonstrates my focus on a visceral response to 

materials at this stage of the research.  The artist’s statement continues: ‘This two-part book-work considers how 

we may have over-pursued sleek and high-tech in paper, and how, as a people, we are coming to value once 

again the warmth, softness and wholesomeness of the natural and ordinary.’ (Appendix 13).  Although at this 

point in the research the question ‘Aura and the Making Process: does wonder depend on how it is made?’ had 

not been articulated, its origins can be seen in the artist’s statement for Exchange (2016).  This is also an 

example of how writing artist’s statements contributes to the research process by providing a forum for more 

intuitive expression, which then becomes relevant later in the research.  

While the final details for One-off Wonder (2020) were not decided until much later in the research process, its 

origins can be traced back to Exchange (2016).  In the artist’s statement for Exchange I commented, ‘It was very 

cheap paper when sold as typing paper, but in today’s light, we can appreciate its clear crispness and elegant 

translucency as superior […]  The pages are folded to be posted in an C5 envelope, and folded again, to give the 

impression of having been tucked in someone’s pocket.  This refers to ideas of auraticism, and human 

connection’.  The process of development of the work for One-off Wonder led me to return to these ideas, to this 

same found paper for the qualities I had described in the Exchange artist’s statement and to the same pocket-

folded form, for the same reasons I had identified in Exchange – the ‘human connection’ (Appendix 13).  This is 

evidence of how in practice research a range of activities contribute tacit knowledge and understanding which 

later form important contributions to the research.  
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Figures 76, 77, 78 

Jane Savage (2016).  Exchange – Swatch, 65 x 85 x 17 mm, papers, cork, bark, book thread, and companion piece Exchange – Table of 

Contents, 297 x 210 mm, paper and paper clip 

ARTIST’S BOOK 

One-off piece 

 

Included in my practice experiments with perishable materials was a gold leafed spoon made from twig and 

unfired clay (Figure 79).  This was the first instance in my practice research that I introduced gold leaf with 

perishable materials.  The unfired clay will continue to change as it dries, shrinks and cracks in response to 

environmental conditions.  The twig is fragile, and its surface will change beneath the gold leaf as it continues to 

dry out, thereby affecting the gold leaf on top.  This ‘spoon’ can be termed an artist’s book (conceptual, made by 

a book artist with the intention of it being an artist’s book), as it is not intended to be defined or to function as a 

spoon.  It contributed to the research greatly, as it revealed first that gold leaf can create wonder (gold had not 

been the central focus at this point in the research), and second that gold on natural and perishable materials has 

a particular wonder.  Gilding with gold leaf is a process that has to be done by hand, hence its relevance to this 

research question concerning aura and the making process. 

 

Figure 79 

Jane Savage (2016). Gold Spoon, 150 x 42 x 17 mm, twig, clay and Dutch gold leaf 
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I then conducted more practice experiments with gold leaf on different perishable surfaces such as unfired clay, 

newspaper and dried leaves (Figures 80, 81, 82).  I found that the use of perishable materials deprived the gold 

of its association with monetary value and what remained was just its wondrous effect, and that the rarity and 

preciousness of the gold on corruptible surfaces made the moment, the experience of beholding the gold ‘now’, 

augmented. 

 

           

 

Figures 80, 81, 82 

Jane Savage.  Experimental pieces with 24-karat and Dutch gold leaf on an unfired clay figure (2020), newspaper (2018), and dried leaf 

part-skeleton (2020) 

EXPERIMENTAL PIECES 

 

The stage of investigating this research question before the exemplar book-work for submission, One-off 

Wonder, was developed therefore included several elements.  A number of these came together at this point: 

natural and perishable materials, with gold, in non-conventional book-forms, to evoke an emotional response 

that might be wonder.  These ideas are summed up in Reflective Journal number 17.  I used these research 

elements to develop One-off Wonder (2020). 

Rationale and references for One-off Wonder (Savage 2020) 

Note for this section: I use the term ‘single page image’ to describe an image which can be viewed digitally, or 

that can be printed out and potentially mass produced.  Where I give direct quotes from my reflective journals 

the term ‘poster’ is often used instead.  This is because, as explained above, the writing in the reflective journals 
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is informal and personal.  I have used the term ‘single page image’ in Chapter 5 to avoid any misinterpretation 

of the term ‘poster’, which is used in the field of design. 

Beginning the rationale for One-off Wonder, on page 22 of Reflective Journal number 19 I asked what a ‘printed 

mass-produced document/book artefact designed to elicit wonder’ might be and selected the idea of a single 

page image.  A single page image can communicate with visual elements without a text language which might 

exclude some viewers.  I researched online to gain an understanding of what is generally understood to be a 

single page image about wonder.  This is a useful approach, as web searches can combine a range of terms to 

return evidence of their most frequent use.  I then compared common wonder-eliciting qualities across a number 

of single page images.  I identified eleven common factors, including a sense of the viewer locating themselves 

in the image, a wide and uninterrupted horizon, and a central light source (usually the sun).  I also wrote free 

‘stream of consciousness’ type responses to each image, and then reviewed the writing and highlighted new or 

significant insights, such as a lack of detail, the sense of being ‘lost in the light’ (Reflective Journal number 19, 

page 24), gaze, and haze. 

I noticed that the single page images evoked different kinds of wonder, outlined in the introduction to Chapter 5: 

cosmic wonder (wonder at space and the stars), wonder in nature (trees, mountains and the ocean), and religious 

wondering.  I also noted in the reflective journal that ‘these wonder posters are produced with the intention of 

either providing people with, or reminding people of, a sense of wonder; however, they never do more than 

merely illustrate an experience – they don’t evoke or create one.’ (Reflective Journal number 19, page 27).  This 

was an important finding.  I realised there is a clear difference between a work that illustrates or reminds the 

viewer of what experiencing a sense of wonder is like, and a work that can create a moment or sense of wonder.  

These printed single page images did the former.  I then asked how I could make a single page image about 

wonder that did the latter and made a table of features I could alter using hand-made processes such as texturing 

and applying gold leaf (Reflective Journal 19, page 27).  

Reflective Journal 19 documents that I encountered a block in the development of the research, reporting that I 

felt ‘undecided’ and that I felt I ‘need(ed ) to approach this differently’ (page 28).  I gathered together references 

and ideas from the research which I felt were relevant and wrote a list: ‘Jesse Prinz – power of the original; 

Walter Benjamin – aura of the original; Edmund de Waal – white, materials, auratic objects, the miniature; John 

Dewey – the importance to the art object of the process that produced it; chai cups - value of the maker, trace; R 

Pye – working with your hands; wabi sabi - artefacts with aura; tea houses – honour of the attention and care to 
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every aesthetic detail.’  These are all references I explored during the research journey.  My research addressed 

a wide canon; however, this part of the practice research explored it through the angle of the auratic.  At this 

point in the research I used the reflective journal to allow these references to ‘rise to the surface’ and come 

together to give me a rationale and direction for the practice.  From this, I wrote that ‘I am going to pick up 

materials which feel they might be right and totally follow my instincts.  No head-governing at all.’ (Reflective 

Journal number 19, page 28).)  It was an important decision to make about my way of working at this point.  

Using this basis of references and this approach the work developed clearly from this point. 

Development through reflective practice 

The first material I experimented with was wet-quality tissue paper which, I reflected, was ‘soft and dull and 

grey/yellowish – not wondrous – until the moment you put it against any kind of light.  Then it is wondrous.’  

(Reflective Journal 19, page 29).  With natural light behind it the paper gave a sense of ‘peace, white, absence of 

‘thing’ (it doesn’t feel like a piece of paper when it’s against the light), it’s light and movement – random 

movement, defies gravity and the light moves with it.  Kind of like a haze.’ (Figure 83).  Considering the way in 

which the final work would need to be displayed I then experimented with the paper and electric light and found 

it ‘not as wondrous at all.  The sense of white serenity and space is lost.’ (Figure 83).  My practice experiments 

continued and included pin-pricked paper, layered forms, and even paper pop-up temples.   
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Figure 83 

Reflective Journal number 19 (June 2020), page 28 containing annotations detailed in the paragraph above; and page 29 showing 

experiments with tissue paper, natural and electric light 

 

 At this point I returned to my research on single page images about wonder and selected one which had all the 

common features I had identified.  I reassessed this single page image by annotating it (Figure 85).  One of these 

annotations noted: ‘groundlessness, this is a sense, not a visual thing’ as a contributory factor to the experience 

of wonder.  This led me to consider that my version of the single page image about wonder could be hand-held 

rather than more remotely pinned to a wall, and that ‘the viewer has this (sense of groundedness) as they are 

bodily connected with the artist’s book’. (Figure 85).  A single page image can be understood as an opened or 

expanded book-form and can be held open by both hands, locating the viewer in its centre.  This would serve the 

same purpose as the inclusion of a human figure in the centre of many single page images about wonder 

(Figures 84 and 86).  Other annotations included the observation of ‘Breath – wide, broad space’ as a necessary 

part of the experience of wonder, leading me to understand that a sense of air and ethereality is needed in the 

choice of materials.  I noted that the ‘surroundings are actually inconsequential’.  This was an important 
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reflection, as it led me to distil the elements of an experience of wonder down to their minimum.  At this point I 

realised the textures I had been creating were unnecessary illustrative features and I was led to consider the 

affordances necessary to create the response of wonder.   

 

 

Figure 84 

Reflective Journal number 19 (June 2020), pages 36 and 37, containing the annotation, ‘the viewer has this (sense of groundedness) as they 

are bodily connected with the artist’s book’, and showing practice research into scale, materials, form, and the location of the viewer in the 

book-work 
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Figure 85 

Reflective Journal number 19 (June 2020), page 38 showing my annotated chosen example of a single page image 

Figure 86 

Reflective Journal number 19 (June 2020), page 40 showing distillation of the image in practice reserach using Dutch gold leaf and tissue 

paper 

 

Thus, returning to the single page image and reassessing my practice led to decisions which changed the 

direction of the work, recorded on page 40 of Reflective Journal 19.  I reflected, ‘The thing about the poster is 

that it is a photograph of something – that extra process.  That means no other factors have to matter.  Whereas 

the artist’s book has got a lot of interaction and variables going on.’  From this I decided to experiment with a 

variety of folded forms, such as folding the work ninety degrees, designing it to be displayed across a corner.  

This would then bring into the work the increased effect of the surfaces of the gold leaf being able to reflect off 

each other, at an angle.  I considered the journey of interaction for the viewer with the gold within the form, and 

found that too much interaction and handling detracted from the ‘reveal’ moment of the gold.  I experimented 

with three-dimensional tent-like forms, layering, and scale.   
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Figure 87 

Reflective Journal number 20 (October 2020), pages 2 and 3, showing practice research into three-dimensional forms, layering and scale 

 

I reflected on each experiment in the journal.  While there were successful elements, overall I found that each 

iteration, although I was still working solely in white tissue paper and gold leaf, was too elaborate, and the extra 

details, however minimal, detracted from an experience of wonder.  Reflections in Reflective Journal 20, page 4, 

note that, ‘Sometimes, when your work looks like a pitiful mess of sticky torn-up tissue paper propped up on loo 

roll tubes, it’s hard to keep the faith in the work.  But how else can you achieve discovery and originality?’  This 

led me to ‘condense, condense, condense’, and ‘distil down what is of value’ (page 4).  This shift led to 

‘revelation: the only relevant bit of the work I have been doing is the gold leaf pocket in the middle.’.  Page 5 of 

Reflective Journal 20 shows a singling out of that aspect of ‘value’ – the gold leaf ‘light source’.  The white 

tissue paper around the gold leaf is a successful carrier, as it does not interfere with the impact of the gold and 

offers an infinite sense, as it is translucent, light-filled and has little weight.  In these practice works the gold leaf 

was applied along a vertical fold and feathered outwards, representing the lateral direction of the horizon.  
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However, I now reflected that ‘this is very female, which is not a point of the work’, and therefore decided to 

refine this shape (Reflective Journal 20, page 5). 

Pages 6 to 11 (examples shown in Figure 87) record a series of materials and process experiments, including 

torn edges, layering and glossy white paper, responding to the findings above.  Each iteration had some 

successful aspects, but seemed to take the work no further in its development, and still presented the problem of 

‘extra qualities’ (page 12) that ‘are unnecessary and distracting’ rather than evoking an emotional response.  

Writing out this reflection led to the idea that to create an experience of wonder I needed to create a 

‘discombobulation of the senses, a moment apart’ (page 12).  The process of paring down any extraneous details 

and simplifying led to a gold disc, folded down the centre to capture maximum reflectivity.  This was a moment 

of realisation in the development of the work.  I reflected that the iterative and reflective process had in fact led 

the work back in time to Bronze Age sun discs from c. 2,500-1,200 BCE. 

 

 

Figure 88 

Reflective Journal number 20 (October 2020), pages 8 and 9, showing materials and process experiments, including torn edges, layering, 

and glossy white paper 
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I made connections with areas of research I had conducted during the research project (Figure 89).  These 

references together were useful in realising and consolidating the new focus of this practice work – a gold leaf 

disc and no other distracting details.  

 

 

Figure 89 

Reflective Journal number 20 (October 2020), pages 14 and 15, showing references made to Anish Kapoor’s Regen Projects, 2016, Olafur 

Eliasson’s Weather Project, 2003, Gustav Klimt’s Adele Block-Bauer 1 1907, and Byzantine tesserae 

 

At the Major Review meeting for this research project I had shown an artist’s book, Glow Book (Savage, 2016), 

one of several pieces which were a simple folio form lined with copper or gold leaf.  At the Major Review 

meeting, one of my examiners had commented ‘You’ve already made it’, implying that the aim of creating 

wonder using gold in a contemporary artist’s book was met by this piece.  It was interesting to realise four years 

further on that the process of practice research had led me back to that point – of a simple folio-form gold leaf 

artefact.  Making this connection with Glow Book drew me to decide that this work did not have to be displayed 
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on a wall like a painting or a print, but could be hand-held like a book, thereby further altering the direction of 

the work.  A hand-held book artefact can be moved in relation to the light to enhance the reflectivity of the gold 

leaf.  The viewer is located centrally to the artefact (if it is held in two hands) and is no more than an arm’s 

length away.  As a foldable hand-held artefact it is a portable item which is in keeping with the idea of a book, 

and with the idea of a portable, personal moment of wonder in a book, a thread that runs through this research 

project.   

Further iterations demonstrate experiments with the scale of the gold leaf disc and the backing material (Figure 

90).  I experimented with textured and smooth surfaces and found that smooth surfaces, such as highly glossy 

magazine paper, gave a purer effect than crumpled tissue, even though the crumples provide more facets for the 

light to catch.  Making the gold leaf disc with clean-cut edges was similarly more effective than leaving them 

torn.  In attempting to get as much light into the work as possible I experimented with gold leaf on acetate; 

however, this simply served to prove the appropriateness of the white translucent surround.  I experimented with 

where the disc was positioned on the paper and found that anything other than a central positioning provoked a 

mental questioning of the disc’s location, which is distracting.   

 

Figure 90 

Reflective Journal number 20 (October 2020), pages 18 and 19 showing practice research experiments with scale, edges and backing 

materials for the gold leaf 
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Having determined that this should be a hand-held book-work, the development of the work took a wrong 

direction as I worked on the form of the artefact.  I knew there had to be a smooth gold leaf disk of a particular 

size in the centre with a vertical central fold on a translucent white paper backing, but had not established what 

kind of book-form to present it within.  My mistake was to presume that there needed to be anything added to 

the essential elements.  Pages 20-39 document my experiments in creating book covers with cork and board, 

with hinges, with creasing the white tissue paper to retain a sense of light, with curved rather than angular 

corners, and with different coloured backing between the white tissue paper and the book covers.  As these 

experiments constituted a detour, and did not themselves contribute to the final book-work, they are not 

described in detail here.  The title One-off Wonder came to mind during this part of the practice research. ‘One-

off’ is intended to imply a ‘moment’ of wonder.   

When I had made a final version as a result of these experiments, my supervisor, Dr Jackie Batey, commented 

that a previous in-process version on a simple sheet of white paper conveyed a sense of wonder more 

effectively.  In response to this I carried out further experiments.  I revisited the qualities of white translucent 

paper from earlier experiments, as well as previous experimental pieces with gold leaf on newspaper.  The idea 

of gold leaf on newspaper had been to emphasise the wondrousness and preciousness of the gold against a 

humble and perishable material, which I now recalled and used as an influence.  I found that the tissue paper 

was not substantial enough on its own for a folded form, so I experimented with other white translucent papers 

(Figure 91).   
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Figure 91 

Reflective Journal number 20 (October 2020), pages 34 and 35, showing practice research experiments with background materials and 

textures 

 

The final version One-off Wonder (Savage, 2020) (Figure 95) uses found paper, which is crisp white translucent 

A4 typing paper, some decades old.  It is folded three times into eighths, like a piece of folded paper one might 

have in one’s pocket.  The journey of interaction for the viewer with One-off Wonder is therefore a two-handed 

series of unfolding, during which process glimpses of bright gold can be seen (Figures 92, 93, 94).  The 

brightness is augmented by the folding, as the gold surfaces are able to reflect off each other, and the work 

moves around in the light.  Once unfolded, the fold lines in the gold disc provide a necessary sense of dimension 

that is very different from a flat two-dimensional sheet of paper.   
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Figures 92, 93, 94 

Jane Savage (2020). One-off Wonder, 210 x 297 mm unfolded, found paper and 24-karat gold leaf, images of unfolding 

ARTIST’S BOOK 

Edition of 20 

 

The making process for One-off Wonder had a strong sense of the development of the work being driven by the 

practice process.  It is a challenge to an artist’s confidence to find that the final book-work is a folded piece of 

typing paper with a circle of gold leaf in the middle, which almost seems too simple and unworked.  However, 

as a result, or an answer, I am more convinced of this work than any other so far, because of the consistency of 

and faithfulness to the development of the artwork through a process.  This piece is about affordances and the 

stripping away of all the extraneous details, leaving the purest form of the wonder experience using 24-karat 

gold on a folded page.  

As a response to the research question Aura and the Making Process: does wonder depend on how it is made? 

the practice research described above suggests that the making process does affect the viewer’s experience of 

wonder.  This is based on taking single page images about wonder as an example.  These images about wonder 

are illustrative and suggestive of wonder, but do not create the original experience they illustrate.  The common 

elements of that original experience always include being awed by a light source, which is nearly always the 

sun.  Gold leaf can be used in a single page image to create that sense of awe, dazzlement and wonder, and 

because of its materiality has to be applied by the human hand. 
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Figure 95 

Jane Savage (2020). One-off Wonder.  24-karat gold leaf on found paper, 210 x 297 mm  

BOOK-WORK 

 

ARTIST’S STATEMENT 

 

Title of work:  One-off Wonder 

One-off Wonder, Artist’s book, Jane Savage, December 2020 

Found paper and 24-karat gold leaf 

210 x 297 mm unfolded 

Edition of 20 
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The work One-off Wonder is in response to the research question Aura and the Making Process: does wonder 

depend on how it is made? and is presented in part-fulfilment of the PhD research study The Awe of Ore: 

Creating Wonder using Gold in Contemporary Artists’ Books.   

The work consists of a single sheet of folded white paper, folded into eighths as one would fold a piece of A4 

to fit it into one’s pocket.  In this state there is nothing to distinguish the work from any everyday piece of 

paper.  There are no marks, no printing, image, text or colour on the outside.  It is scrap.  Indeed, the actual 

paper is ‘found’ paper, decades-old typing paper.  You could throw it away without thinking. 

This part of the work represents the idea of the everyday, the ordinary.  The original proposal for the research 

project within which it was made expressed the intention to create artists’ books which could offer a ‘moment 

of the sublime’ in everyday life.  The folded A4 is the everyday in this work, the 24-karat gold leaf is the 

sublime – or ‘wonder’ as my chosen terminology – and the unfolding of the paper to reveal flashes of 

dazzling light is the ‘moment’. 

Using only two materials, One-off Wonder employs the highly reflective surface of gold, its augmented effect 

when gold reflects off gold, and the folded form to create interaction as well as light-reflecting surfaces.  It 

plays with the idea of a book-form by using a single page, and by referring to single page printed and digital 

images, as included in the broader definition of artists’ books.  While the starting point for this work was a 

single page printed image about wonder, the exemplar book-work is a hand-held, portable and personal book-

form, utilising some of the versatile qualities of artists’ books. 

The question of whether the making process affects wonder is demonstrated in a one-off artefact, made by 

hand and reproducible only by hand, as that is how gold leaf is applied.  It is also addressed by comparing the 

effects of printed, mass-produced wonder posters with a hand-made version containing gold leaf, to 

demonstrate the difference between illustrating an experience and having an experience.  The printed single 

page image is ordinary and can be ignored, the hand-made version is a special object with a sense of 

preciousness greater than the monetary value of the gold. 

The gold creates the wonder in this work.  As you unfold the paper, alluring glimpses of distorted shapes of 

burning orange show themselves within the folds, and finally with two hands you open the paper landscape-

wise to reveal a shining, startling gold ‘sun disc’ at its centre.  Its surrounding of perishable, translucent white 

paper, with its casual folds, further increases the sense of surprise.  There is a moment when you are arrested, 

daily life and thoughts are suspended as you gaze at the gold, its surface seeming to be in constant 

shimmering motion in the light.  The thin paper moves in the viewer’s hands, flexing the fold lines and 

bringing the golden light to life. 

For a moment, you are ‘lost in the light’.  A moment of wonder in everyday life. 

Key words: simplicity arrest gold dazzle moment 

 

Table 4 

Artist’s statement for One-off Wonder, 2020 
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Chapter 6 Conclusion 

 

This research is a detailed symbiosis of theory and practice in pursuit of a central inquiry.  The primary concern 

of this inquiry was to explore the use of gold and golden material in contemporary artists’ books drawing on 

existing traditions of using gold in books, specifically historical illuminated manuscripts, and to revisit them in a 

contemporary context. 

Methods used included iterative practice, reflective journaling, exploring ideas through theoretical research, 

interviews, visits to special collections, and exhibiting.  The research was presented in the form of a connective 

exegesis document to encompass the connected strands of theoretical and practical research.  Three exemplar 

book-works were submitted as part of the research.  This was exploratory research, meaning that it was involved 

in tackling a new topic about which little had previously been discussed in the field of artists’ books. 

At the start of the project the research idea was intentionally expansive to question through practice a range of 

materials and conditions.  The terminology and emphasis in the wording of the question continually evolved.  

The research began with the motivation of investigating how a contemporary artist’s book can use materials and 

form to create a contemplative response, which was a development from a project focusing on the numinous in 

my MA in Book Arts.   

As this research journey shows, the clear and defined final primary concern emerged through the process of the 

practice research.  My practice research first involved a wider consideration of elements such as white, clay, 

green, wood, biomimetic forms and the influences of wabi-sabi and Japanese tea houses.  While much of this 

research became peripheral, it has been instrumental in establishing the primary concern and in gaining a 

detailed understanding of the wider territory. 

The focus of the practice research narrowed and specialised as three central research questions were defined, 

pinpointing the scope of investigation to a focus on gold as the key material.  In my practice research I selected 

wonder as the most appropriate term for the response I wished to evoke through artists’ books as a direction for 

practical experimentation. 

Contributions of the Research 

The key contribution of this research is in providing a detailed and focused consideration of gold as a material in 

the contemporary artist’s book, which was previously a gap in the knowledge.  In Chapter 3 I considered the 



148 

GOLD IN THE ARTIST’S BOOK 

 

affordances of an artist’s book, and applied the same approach to my practice where it emerged that the primary 

affordance of my artist’s book work was gold.  The practice research then explored that, which led to a return to 

the historical traditions of using gold in books and made links with that practice.  This revealed and suggested 

lessons from historical use of gold in books that can be both drawn on and departed from in present-day artist’s 

book practice.  It is relevant to note that the British Library, London, is currently (at time of writing) showing its 

exhibition GOLD which showcases a wide range of historical book artefacts with gold in them, and yet although 

the British Library ‘special books’ collection has a section dedicated to contemporary artists’ books, despite the 

strong acknowledgement of gold as a key feature of many historical book artefacts not one single contemporary 

artist’s book in their collection contains the use of gold.  The link has not been made.  This research addresses 

this gap. 

A valuable contribution of this research study is in offering new knowledge in the dialogue surrounding artists’ 

books.  The definition of an ‘artist’s book’ is an ongoing discussion, and has continually eluded definite 

parameters.  This study offers detailed and specific research which points to a new argument for expanding the 

current consensus view of what is included under the term ‘artist’s book’ to incorporate historical illuminated 

manuscripts.  Because of this new knowledge, which alters current thinking, subsequent research into what 

constitutes an artist’s book can now be more expansive.  This research lays the ground for future researchers in 

the artist’s book field to draw links between historical book artefacts and contemporary artists’ books.  

An important benefit of this research to future practitioners and researchers is its exploration into the impact of 

hand-making processes in the effect of a book artefact.  This aspect of the research draws together the evidence 

of historical book artefacts as well as contemporary illuminated examples in both theoretical and detailed 

practical experimentation to interrogate the notion of whether ‘hand-made is best’ in creating particular effects 

in a contemporary artist’s book.  I have examined the notion of a triangulation between intention, the time, skill 

and hands of the maker, and the viewer, and explored this question through a comparison of digital and hand-

made single page images intended by the artist to create a response of wonder.  While the question of the impact 

of hand-making processes is specific and contained within the scope of the primary concern of this study here, it 

opens up and lays the ground for future researchers and practitioners to question the effects of hand-made and 

digital or machine processes. 

This research has benefits to other artist’s book practitioners and art and design practitioners.  The research 

offers several key elements of new knowledge for practitioners in the use of gold in artists’ books or other 
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artistic works.  First, through practice this research has found that the intensity of the glowing effect of gold is 

greatly augmented by creating forms which allow gold surfaces to reflect off other gold surfaces.  This was a 

key discovery in my practice research and continues to inform my own practice, and can be of value to other 

practitioners.  Artist’s book and arts practitioners researching into the uses and effects of reflective materials can 

draw on this research study.   

Second, through responding in practice research to Tanizaki’s essay In Praise of Shadows (2001) in which he 

discusses the intentions of the use of gold in interior decoration before the development of electric light, this 

practice research has found that gold can have particular effects in a contemporary artist’s book when used ‘in 

the dark’ – surrounded by or emerging from dark and dull-coloured materials.  Again, this has informed my own 

practice and is valuable practical knowledge for other art and design practitioners and practitioners concerned 

with spatial aesthetics.   

Third, through extensive practice research, supported by theoretical research into the Japanese aesthetic of wabi-

sabi, this research found that gold can have a particular effect when used in a contemporary artist’s book 

alongside materials which are perishable, ‘ethereal’ and ephemeral: ones which are susceptible to wear and 

change.  For example, my research showed that gold leaf on translucent papers can have a different effect than 

gold leaf on card.  Gold leaf on softer, more perishable card can have a different effect than gold leaf on more 

durable plasticised card.  Gold leaf on unfired clay, or on untreated wood or bark, has a different effect than on 

glass or plastic, or another less changeable surface.  This observation through practice is significant for myself 

and other practitioners, as well as posing questions that could lead to further practice research into materials.  

In addition, the practice research brought to light questions concerning the difference between an artist’s book 

that illustrates an experience and one that creates an experience.  This area of tacit knowledge which emerged 

from the research and developed through theoretic research in a ‘seesaw’ effect was important to this research 

project, and may suggest a further avenue of inquiry within the field of artists’ books. 

This research may be the first within book arts discipline to subscribe to the notion of the exegesis at the point of 

research design and thesis compilation. Presenting the research project in the form of a connective exegesis may 

therefore also benefit future practice researchers by providing a detailed example, as well as an explanation of 

how a range of modes of practice constitute research and contribute to the development of new knowledge.  The 

interaction of iterative and reflective making demonstrated through reflective journals, with the roles of 

exhibiting and artist’s statements as research methods, are presented here to demonstrate the flexibility of 
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creative practice together with the rigour of research standards.  Further academic research into variations of 

exegeses and approaches to presenting practice as rigorous research will now have this example of an exegesis 

in the discipline of artists’ books to draw on. 

Summary of research findings and how they were produced 

I derived two ‘lenses’ through which to focus contextual research: contemporary artists’ books, and historical 

illuminated manuscripts with gold in them.  These two contexts had not hitherto been researched together in the 

context of art and design research, and this is part of the significance and originality of my research.   

In a ‘seesaw’ process in which the theoretical and practice research informed each other I researched three 

specific research questions through practice.  These addressed enquiries into types of gold or golden material, 

the volume of golden material, and the making process, to make comparisons and gain detailed understanding of 

whether and in what ways gold can affect the auratic qualities of a book-work towards creating a response of 

wonder in a contemporary artist’s book. 

The research challenged the current definitions of artists’ books, in particular Drucker’s notion that an artist’s 

book by definition has to be created by a maker with a consciousness of the form of the artist’s book, and the 

consequent idea that no artefact produced before the term ‘artist’s book’ was derived in the 1960s could be 

classified as an artist’s book.  My research demonstrated that historical illuminated manuscripts have much in 

common with artists’ books in their materials, process and intention.  This led me to my argument that the 

definition of artists’ books could be expanded to include further sub-genres such as historical illustrated 

manuscripts, which is part of the originality of this research.  It is useful to anchor artists’ books to a long 

tradition of book-making rather than see it as a separate genre suddenly coming into being in 1960 with the 

work of Ed Ruscha, for example.  

Theoretical research addressed the definition of the artist’s book, drawing together seminal references such as 

Drucker’s The Century of Artists’ Books (2004), A Century of Artists Books by Riva Castleman (1995) and the 

abtrees of A Manifesto for the Book (Bodman and Sowden, 2010) as well as making comparisons with a range 

of well-established library collections of artists’ books.  I also conducted secondary and primary research into 

the use of gold in historical illuminated manuscripts and hand-made books, and interviewed contemporary artist-

bookbinder Kate Holland and contemporary illuminator Susan Ciantar. Through this research activity I 

established in detail the facilities and properties of a contemporary artist’s book as a book-inspired artefact 

which is multi-modal in its means of communication, and gained a detailed understanding of how gold has 
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historically been used in hand-made books and with what intentions and effects: as part of an augmented, multi-

sensory reading experience to evoke effects such as expense, status, authority, credibility, reverence and 

wonder.  

The theoretical and practice research included an investigation into the properties of gold as a material 

appropriate for the contemporary artist’s book. This showed that gold has a soft molecular structure, which 

means it can be machined into extremely thin sheets – gold leaf – which is suitable for working into an artist’s 

book.  This research also showed that because gold does not reflect all visible wavelengths equally, it presents a 

particularly warm colour and sheen.  In my search through practice research to capture ‘wonder’ I found that 

‘real’ gold leaf provided the best solution in an artist’s book rather than imitation gold leaf or other gold-like 

materials.  It also revealed that the impact of gold in an artist’s book is increased when the form allows gold 

surfaces to reflect off other gold surfaces, and is demonstrated in exemplar book-work Awe/Ore (Savage, 2020).  

This was an important discovery through the practice research, and contributes new knowledge for practitioners. 

A theory I set out to investigate in this research is that greater volumes and ratios of gold in an artist’s book 

might be less wondrous than smaller quantities, and I conducted practice research to test this in the second 

research question, addressing the question ‘how much is too much?’  This research revealed that there was no 

clear answer to the question.  It became clear that there was no optimum volume of gold to create wonder, and 

that gold could have a wondrous effect used in a wide range of quantities.  This finding of the research is 

demonstrated by the exemplar book-work Is Less More? (Savage, 2020) which itself asks the viewer this 

question rather than providing an answer. 

I conducted practice research to compare the effects of a digitally produced single page image and a hand-made 

version.  My search to capture and communicate ‘wonder’ (term used as it is in the practice research) reaffirmed 

that gold leaf produces a greater effect than a gold-like imitation such as printed ink, and the research inferred 

that as gold leaf has to be applied by hand, the hand-making process when using gold creates a more wondrous 

effect.  Moreover, the practice research revealed that the effect of gold is emphasised by its pairing with 

ethereal, perishable materials.  This was a significant finding for me as a practitioner.  These findings and the 

research that led to them are demonstrated by the exemplar book-work One-off Wonder (Savage, 2020).  This 

research question in particular brought to light the distinction between illustrating and creating an experience.  

Throughout my practice research I was able to reflect not only on whether gold creates wonder (term used as it 

is in the practice), but also on how it creates wonder, and I drew on the experience of multiple book-work 
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experiments to develop a new understanding of ‘how the work works’ – how gold or goldness used in different 

ways in the artist’s book creates wonder.  I categorised my reflections as wonder in nature, wonder from 

metaphysical musings, wonder from cognitive surprise, and wonder at the display of material splendour.  These 

were useful categories in understanding my own practice for example in decisions concerning the surfaces that 

gold was applied to.  This is significant new knowledge for practitioners and researchers in craft, art and design, 

and can lead to further research. 

The scope of this research is outlined above and other inquiries fall outside it.  Valuable findings have been 

derived and analysed from the extensive practice research that was undertaken.  Following on from areas of this 

research, future research projects may focus on other aspects of using gold within the book-form, for example 

on gold text-block edging, gold in miniature artist’s book forms, gold in recessed spaces, or gold on surfaces 

susceptible to degrading or wear within a book-work to assess the different effects.   

Further to this research study I feel I can confidently proceed to developing my body of work using gold and 

further experiment with forms and accompanying materials, intending to explore a range of responses that gold 

could create.  I am continuing to present my work for peer assessment by participating in artist’s book events as 

well as making work for relevant gallery calls for proposals.  All practice continues to be documented in 

reflective journals and all completed work is accompanied by an artist’s statement, continuing the practice of 

writing alongside making. 
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Ings, W. (2015). The authored voice: emerging approaches to exegesis design in creative practice PhDs. 

Educational Philosophy and Theory, 47(12), 1277-1290. https://doi.org/10.1080/00131857.2014.974017    

Iterative process. Principia Cybernetica Web,  http://pespmc1.vub.ac.be/ASC/ITERAT PROCE html 

IZK, Exhibiting as a research method. IZK, from https://izk.tugraz.at/projects-events/open-modes/ 

Jackson, D. (2012). The Saint John’s Bible: a contemporary illuminated manuscript. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h239XcNGq94 

Jackson, N. (1985). Critical conditions: Coleridge, ‘common sense’, and the literature of self-experiment.  ELH, 

70(1), 117-149.  

Jarman, D. (2009). Derek Jarman's garden. Thames and Hudson. 

Jencks, C. (2006). The garden of cosmic speculation. Frances Lincoln.Jung, C., Henderson, J., Franz, M., Jaffé, 

A., & Jacobi, J. (1990). Man and his symbols. Arkana. 

https://aidanharticons.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/PAINTING-ICONS-AS-PRAYER-by-Aidan-Hart-.pdf
https://aidanharticons.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/PAINTING-ICONS-AS-PRAYER-by-Aidan-Hart-.pdf
https://www.holdenluntz.com/magazine/dialogues/garry-fabian-miller/
http://pespmc1.vub.ac.be/ASC/ITERAT


161 

GOLD IN THE ARTIST’S BOOK 

 

Juniper, A. (2011). Wabi sabi. Tuttle Publishers. 

Kandinsky, Wassily (1977). Concerning the Spiritual in Art [1914]. Dover; Constable. ka 

Karlsson, H., & Biggs, M. (2102). The Routledge companion to research in the arts. Routledge. 

Kent, Z., Gooding, M., & Furlong, W. (2002). Song of the earth. Thames and Hudson. 

Knight, J., & Morrison, A. (2018). Practice-based design research, edited by L Vaughan. [review] The Design 

Journal, 21(2), 303-307. https://doi.org/10.1080/14606925.2018.1432739 

Koren, L, (2008). Wabi- sabi for artists, designers, poets and philosophers, Imperfect Publishing. 

Koren, L. (2015). Wabi-sabi: further thoughts. Imperfect Publishing. 

La Niece, S. (2009). Gold. British Museum Press. 

Laski, M. (1990). Ecstasy: in secular and religious Experience. JP Tarcher. 

Latta, R. (2011). The basic humour process: a cognitive shift theory and the case against incongruity.  Humor 

research ( HR), Volume 5. Walter de Gruyter. 

Lim, J. (2009). Bio-structural analogues in architecture. BIS. 

Livio, M. (2015). The golden ratio and aesthetics. PlusMaths, from https://plus.maths.org/content/golden-ratio-

and-aesthetics. 

London, J. (2013). Too much gold. [1903] Createspace Independent Publishing Platform. 

Longinus. (2014). On the sublime [First century AD]. Createspace Independent Publishing Platform. 

Lorenz, A. (2002). Artists’ books - for want of a better name. Angela Lorenz Artists Books, from 

http://www.angelalorenzartistsbooks.com/whatis.htm. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14606925.2018.1432739
https://plus.maths.org/content/golden-ratio-and-aesthetics
https://plus.maths.org/content/golden-ratio-and-aesthetics


162 

GOLD IN THE ARTIST’S BOOK 

 

Lumley, R. (2004). Arte povera: movements in modern art. Tate Publishing. 

MacLeod, K. (2000). The functions of the written text in practice-based PhD submissions. Working Papers in 

Art and Design, 1. 

Making a Mark. Review: David Nash at Kew - A Natural Gallery. Making a Mark [blog], from 

makingamark.blogspot. 

Malins, J., & Gray, C. (2004). Visualising research: a guide to the research process in art and design. Ashgate. 

Mann (ed), G. (2001). The Mammoth encyclopaedia of science fiction. Robinson. 

Marr, A. (2013). A short book about drawing Quadrille Publishing. 

Martineau, J. (1995). A book of coincidence: New perspectives on an old chestnut. Wooden Books. 

Merriam Webster Dictionary. www.merriam-webster.com 

Merz, T. (2013). Schrodinger's cat explained. Daily Telegraph, 11, from 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/technology/google/google-doodle/10237347/Schrodingers-Cat-explained.html 

Morley (ed), S. (2010). The sublime. Whitechapel ; MIT Press. 

Morreall, J. (2016). The philosophy of humor. Stanford encyclopedia of philosophy, from 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/humor/ 

Morrison, A. (2017). Ten green bottles: reflecting on the exegesis in the thesis by compilation model. In L 

Vaughan (Ed.), Practice Based Design Research, Bloomsbury Publishing. 

Muir, J. (1997). Nature writings. Literary Classics of the United States. 

Muir, J., Adams, A., & Thaxton, J. (1993). The American wilderness: essays. Barnes and Noble. 

Murdoch, I. (1970). The sovereignty of good. Routledge and Kegan Paul. 

http://www.merriam-webster.com/


163 

GOLD IN THE ARTIST’S BOOK 

 

Okakura, K. (2010). The book of tea. Penguin. 

Olsen, G., Toaig, P., & Olson, G. (2001). One tree. Merrell. 

Otto, R. (1923). The idea of the holy. Trans. John W. Harvey. Oxford University Press. 

Pacioli, L., & da Vinci, L. (2014). De Divina Proportione / on the Divine Proportion: Facsimile (In Black and 

White) of the Original Version of 1509. Createspace. 

Pakenham, T. (2003). Meetings with remarkable trees. Weidenfeld & Nicolson. 

Paredes, C. (2009). Spiritual architecture: new religious buildings Loft Publications. 

Pawson, J. (2012). A visual inventory. Phaidon. 

PEACE III Programme: Creating shared public spaces. Special EU Programmes Body, from 

http://www.seupb.eu/media/Project_Case_Studies/ProjectCaseStudiesPIII2.1.aspx. 

Penone, G., Maraniello, G., & Watkins, J. (2009). Writings 1968-2008. Ikon Gallery. 

Perry, F. (2015). In Venezuela, co-designed 'spaces of peace' transform neighbourhoods. Guardian, 21 March, 

from http://www.theguardian.com/cities/2015/mar/21/venezuela-spaces-peace-transform-neighbourhoods. 

Phenomenon. Oxford English Dictionary. 

https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/american_english/phenomenoon 

Philpott, R. (2011).  Structural textiles: adaptable form and surface in three dimensions. (PhD Thesis, Royal 

College of Art), from 

https://researchonline.rca.ac.uk/434/1/Philpott_Rachel_PhD_Textiles_Structural_Textiles_Thesis_2011.pdf 

Piff, P. (2015). The power of awe: a sense of wonder promotes loving-kindness. Psychology Today [blog], from 

http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-athletes-way/201505/the-power-awe-senseation. 



164 

GOLD IN THE ARTIST’S BOOK 

 

Piff, P., & Keltner, D. (2009). Social class, sense of control, and social explanation. Journal Of Personality And 

Social Psychology 97(6):992-1004, from https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2009-22579-014 

Piff, P., & Keltner, D. (2015).  Why do we experience awe? The New York Times, 22 May, from 

https://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/24/opinion/sunday/why-do-we-experience-awe.htmlWhy  

Pinzon Cardona, L. (2015). Spaces of peace: a participatory process worth studying - the Bartlett Development 

Planning Unit. UCL [blog], from http://blogs.ucl.ac.uk/dpublog/2015/05/29/spaces-of-peace-a-participatory-

process-worth-studying/. 

Plato, Theaetetus. Stanford encyclopedia of philosophy, from https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/humor/ 

Plus Maths. (2002). The golden ratio and aesthetics, from https://plus.maths.org/content/golden-ratio-and-

aesthetics. 

Prinz, J. (2013). Why wonder is the most human of all emotions. Aeon Essays, from https://aeon.co/essays/why-

wonder-is-the-most-human-of-all-emotions. 

Prinz, J. (2013). Wonder works: renovating romanticism about art. Aesthetics for birds: aesthetics and art 

philosophy for everyone. https://aestheticsforbirds.com/2013/08/05/wonder-works-renovating-romanticism-

about-art-jesse-

prinz/#:~:text=Jesse%20Prinz%20is%20Distinguished%20Professor,of%20New%20York%2C%20Graduate%2

0Center.&text=Experiential%20theories%20say%20that%20something,as%20a%20distinctive%20emotional%

20state. 

Prinz, J. (2018). Wonder, appreciation and the value of art. Progress in Brain Research, 237  

Proust, M., (1982). Remembrance of things past. [1913]. Trans. C. Scott-Moncrieff. Vintage-Random House. 

Prucher, J. (2007). Brave new words. Oxford University Press. 

Quinn, M. Sphinx and Siren. http://marcquinn.com/artworks/sphinx-and-siren 

http://blogs.ucl.ac.uk/dpublog/2015/05/29/spaces-of-peace-a-participatory-process-worth-studying/
http://blogs.ucl.ac.uk/dpublog/2015/05/29/spaces-of-peace-a-participatory-process-worth-studying/
https://aeon.co/essays/why-wonder-is-the-most-human-of-all-emotions
https://aeon.co/essays/why-wonder-is-the-most-human-of-all-emotions
https://aestheticsforbirds.com/2013/08/05/wonder-works-renovating-romanticism-about-art-jesse-prinz/#:~:text=Jesse%20Prinz%20is%20Distinguished%20Professor,of%20New%20York%2C%20Graduate%20Center.&text=Experiential%20theories%20say%20that%20something,as%20a%20distinctive%20emotional%20state
https://aestheticsforbirds.com/2013/08/05/wonder-works-renovating-romanticism-about-art-jesse-prinz/#:~:text=Jesse%20Prinz%20is%20Distinguished%20Professor,of%20New%20York%2C%20Graduate%20Center.&text=Experiential%20theories%20say%20that%20something,as%20a%20distinctive%20emotional%20state
https://aestheticsforbirds.com/2013/08/05/wonder-works-renovating-romanticism-about-art-jesse-prinz/#:~:text=Jesse%20Prinz%20is%20Distinguished%20Professor,of%20New%20York%2C%20Graduate%20Center.&text=Experiential%20theories%20say%20that%20something,as%20a%20distinctive%20emotional%20state
https://aestheticsforbirds.com/2013/08/05/wonder-works-renovating-romanticism-about-art-jesse-prinz/#:~:text=Jesse%20Prinz%20is%20Distinguished%20Professor,of%20New%20York%2C%20Graduate%20Center.&text=Experiential%20theories%20say%20that%20something,as%20a%20distinctive%20emotional%20state
https://aestheticsforbirds.com/2013/08/05/wonder-works-renovating-romanticism-about-art-jesse-prinz/#:~:text=Jesse%20Prinz%20is%20Distinguished%20Professor,of%20New%20York%2C%20Graduate%20Center.&text=Experiential%20theories%20say%20that%20something,as%20a%20distinctive%20emotional%20state
http://marcquinn.com/artworks/sphinx-and-siren


165 

GOLD IN THE ARTIST’S BOOK 

 

Rastogi, N. (2017). 5 leading theories for why we laugh—and the jokes that prove them wrong. Slate magazine, 

fromhttp://www.slate.com/blogs/browbeat/2011/05/13/5_leading_theories_for_why_we_laugh_and_the_jokes_t

hat_prove_them_wrong.html. 

Ritchie, G. (1999). Developing the Incongruity-Resolution Theory.  In Proceedings of the AISB 99 Symposium 

on Creative Language, 78-85. https://www.era.lib.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/3397   

Ritchie, G. (2004). Developing the incongruity theory. In Proceedings of the AISB 99 Symposium on Crerative 

Language, 78-85, from (ii) https://www.era.lib.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/3397. 

Rober, H. (1958). Fifty medieval and renaissance manuscripts. HP Kraus. 

Robu, C. (1988). A key to science fiction: the sublime. Foundation, 42, 21-37.  

Ross, A. (2010). The first book ever written. Ross Agency, from andyrossagency.wordpress.com/tag/first-book-

ever-written/.  

Ruskin, J. (1885). A joy forever: Munera pulveris: Two paths: Unto this storm: Storm cloud of the nineteenth 

century. J.B. Alden. https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/011254448 

Russell, B. (2007). A history of western philosophy [1945] . Simon and Schuster. 

Russell, H. (2015). The year of living Danishly Icon Books. 

Russell, S. (2015). Nearlymades: a smattering of found stories and kipple narratives. Boinggraphics. 

Sarg, S. (2005). Beyond the visible universe. Helical Structures Press. 

Sautoy, M. de (2014). The number mysteries. St. Martin's Press. 

Scarry, E. (2013). On beauty and being just. Princeton University Press. 

Schmit, J. (2006). Experiencing the magic of art: a journey into the world of the inner self and the world of art 

Virtual Bookworm. 

https://www.era.lib.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/3397
https://www.era.lib.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/3397
https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/011254448


166 

GOLD IN THE ARTIST’S BOOK 

 

Schneider, M. (1995). A beginner's guide to constructing the universe: the mathematical archetypes of nature, 

art and science. Harper Perennial.  

Schön, D. (1983). The reflective practitioner: how professionals think in action. Basic Books. 

Scrivener, S. (2010). Transformational practice: on the place of material novelty in artistic change. In M Biggs, 

H Karlson and S R Jubileumsfond (eds), The Routledge Companion to Research in the Arts. Routledge. 

Shea, C., & Pratt, K. (2012). Cass sculpture foundation: The international resource for commissioning, 

exhibiting and selling monumental sculpture.. Cass Sculpture Foundation. 

Smart, A. (2012). David Nash at Kew Gardens, Daily Telegraph, 7 September, from 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/art/art-reviews/9528732/David-Nash-at-Kew-Gardens-Seven-magazine-

review.html 

Smith, H, & Dean, RT. (2009) Practice-led research, research led practice in the creative arts. Edinburgh 

University Press. 

Spiller, N. (2007). Future city: experiment and utopia in architecture. Thames and Hudson. 

Sutherland, C.H.V.  (1959). Gold: its beauty, power and allure Thames and Hudson. 

Tanizaki, J.(2001). In praise of shadows. Vintage. 

Taylor, G., & Cooper, G. (2000). Gardens of obsession. Seven Dials. 

Thompson, E. (1995). Colour vision: a study in cognitive science and the philosophy of perception. Routledge. 

Thoreau, H. (2012). Walden; or, life in the woods [1854]. Dover Publications. 

 

Van der Vaart, G., van Hoven, B., & PP Huigen, P. (2018). Creative and arts-based research methods in 

academic research: lessons from a participatory research project in the Netherlands. Forum Qualitative 



167 

GOLD IN THE ARTIST’S BOOK 

 

Sozialforschung, 19(2), 3.3 Creative workshop and exhibition, from https://www.qualitative-

research.net/index.php/fqs/article/view/2961/4227. 

‘Wabi-sabi’. Collins Dictionary. www.collinsdictionary.com  

Wagstaff, L. (1996). The gilding book. Lorenz Books. 

Warwick Arts Centre. (2020). Garry Fabian Miller: real in the world. exhibitions/2005/garry-fabian-miller-

real-in-the-world/. 

What is an artists’ book? Smithsonian Libraries, from https://blog.library.si.edu/blog/2012/06/01/what-is-an-

artists-book/#.Xme7alT7TIU  

What is Phi?  The basics of the Golden Ratio.  (2012). The Golden Number. 

https://www.goldennumber.net/category/phi-basics/ 

Wilkinson, R., & Pickett, K. (2009). The spirit level. Allen Lane. 

Williamson, B. (2013). History in the making: Helen Douglas’s Traquair House Manuscript The Blue Notebook, 

7(2), April, pp. 6-15.  

Wordsworth, W. (2004). The Prelude [1799]. Penguin. 

Worster, D. (2011). A Passion for Nature. Oxford University Press. 

Wren-Lewis, S. (2019).  The happiness problem: expecting better in an uncertain world.  Bristol University 

Press; Policy Press.  

Wroe, A. (2016). Six facets of light. Jonathan Cape. 

Yanagi, S. (2017). The beauty of everyday things. Trans.  M. Brase. Penguin. 

Yoon, J. (2015). Spirituality in contemporary art. Zidane Press. 

  

https://www.qualitative-research.net/index.php/fqs/article/view/2961/4227
https://www.qualitative-research.net/index.php/fqs/article/view/2961/4227
http://www.collinsdictionary/
https://blog.library.si.edu/blog/2012/06/01/what-is-an-artists-book/#.Xme7alT7TIU
https://blog.library.si.edu/blog/2012/06/01/what-is-an-artists-book/#.Xme7alT7TIU


168 

GOLD IN THE ARTIST’S BOOK 

 

Appendices 

Appendix 1 

Reflective writing: Chai Cups  

In 1993-94 I spent some months occupied in travelling alone around India.  It was a time pre internet: pre-

mobile ‘phones, even.  ‘Phone calls home were for the purpose of affirming to your next of kin that you were 

alive, and happened as infrequently as every few weeks.  They entailed either mud-soaked or sweat-drenched 

obstacle courses through town, circular, lengthy and Kafkaesque interchanges with sanguine and unrufflable 

staff, and the loss of huge chunks of your limited stock of rupees for barely a few minutes, over in no time, of 

shouty poor connection. 

Painted elephants ambled the streets, electricity miraculously though not reliably connected through crazy 

overhead tangles of ancient mismatched wire bundles, bicycles were like gold dust as they were the passport to a 

good living, and the smell of food was unvaryingly intoxicating and uplifting. 

Indian trains are a story of their own: making sure never to get stuck with the bottom of the three bunks in a 

second class sleeper (unless you were happy to welcome a whole extended family sitting along your body when 

you woke up), answering endless queries as to how you could not be married, and have no ‘issues’ (took me a 

while to work out that it meant children, and did not refer to my personality glitches), hanging on to your 

passport, watch and money while sleeping, and getting over the degree of filth the like of which British Rail 

trains couldn’t even conceive. 

Yet I retain nothing but cherished memories of the many hours and countless miles I travelled on Indian trains.  

There is no surer way to gain a true sense of the enormity of a mostly primitive country.  No better way to see, 

as if on an epic film reeling by, the whole spectrum of human life lived.  Never before or since have I reached 

quite that degree of a feeling of being alone – nothing to do with the hundreds of other passengers, or with any 

feeling of personal loneliness – but alone as an individual miniscule unit of the human race, facing themselves 

and the world. 

A bit of metaphysics always goes down better with a good cup of tea – or such is the customary feeling of Brits 

and Indians alike.  The ten or so hours of darkness in an Indian night seem endless when spent hurtling noisily 

through complete blackness, only the dimmest of light inside the carriage, and nothing to draw comfort from or 

provide a sense of orientation.  Except one precious thing.  Countless unannounced stops are made in the most 
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remote of places, still no lights to speak of outside even there; you may strain your ears, stare fixedly like a 

desperate dog at the thick bars of the tiny unglazed carriage window, and you will be rewarded with a distant but 

joyous hymn of ‘Chaiiiiiii, chaiiiiiiii…Chaiiiiiii chaiiiiiiii’.  It’s a long wait.  Scores of carriages long.  Then 

suddenly you’ve got to pounce not to miss it.  Be sure to have your two rupees ready.  The slim hand could 

belong to anybody – you never see beyond the wrist, but you know that somewhere below window level, 

perfectly engineered to retain piping hotness in the most primitive and cobbled-together fashion, is some kind of 

tea receptacle – and there between the bars as if hovering celestially is a tiny, hand-hold sized, little tapered 

brown unfired clay cup, full to the brim with sweet and cardomony Indian chai, stewed to perfection and most 

likely expertly strained through a pair of old tights. 

The chai fulfilled the immediate need, and the long and befuddling night was punctuated, and comforts of body 

and soul were satisfactorily met.  The chai would be savoured tiny sip by tiny sip.  The little clay cup would 

lend its humanity to your hand, and its warmth would satiate the needs of the soul.  When the treat could not be 

drawn out a second more, the rule is that the unfired clay cup be thrown back through the barred window from 

whence it came, so to break down harmlessly back into the earth, from whence it came.  The poetry of this 

cannot be overlooked. 

Chai cups – blogged by every modern-gadget-bedecked ‘eco’ traveller – are universally recognised and all seem 

to be touched by their charm, poeticism – and simple sustainability.  The sense of satisfaction and relief that this 

common-sense phenomenon evokes is palpable.  The chai cups beckon to our deeply nature-based needs, and 

sense of sanity.  They point to an ‘art of living’ which though our consumerist value system does not articulate 

it, we carry an understanding of.  

Chai cups are hand made, and no two will ever be exactly the same.  Each one is made from earth from its 

region.  They are roughly hand-thrown, intended in the mind of the maker to fit cosily in the hand, and hold 

exactly 6 rupees’ (2 rupees in 1993 when I was there) worth of chai to its brim.  These factors themselves are 

interpretations, belonging to the anonymous maker.  The cups cannot avoid carrying the aura, or trace, of their 

maker.  Every once in a while the maker will leave a clearer trace, like the scored flower on the side of one chai 

cup one night, put there to give a moment of joy to an anonymous recipient.  I have never forgotten it.   The 

haptic, authentic, contemplative experience.  The antitheses of uniformity and mass production (although indeed 

they are mass produced by hand), the identically encoded: anonymity of soul. Instead, chai cups adhere to a 

‘universe of beauty’.  
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A chai cup is an object of story, of life story.  From the story of the origin of its material, to the relationship 

between the material and the maker, to the stacking and transporting, and the coming together with tea.  The 

story of its moment of individual glory, in relationship with the chai customer and their story.  The cyclical 

returning to the earth – a strange moment off loss of value in one sense, where its utilitarian value has expired 

and it is disowned and cast aside, and the ultimate triumph of its returning to the earth, having no negative cost, 

dissolving again to be reborn as part of the greater habitat and cycle of nature.  Fragility is a factor in wabi-sabi, 

and seen as part of the essence of everything.  Chai cups embody and exemplify this notion of fragility.  This 

leads us to a reflection on modern day living and its values.   

While we are asked to accept non-durability in objects for market-driven motive, we are not encouraged to value 

the fragile, ephemeral and temporary.  Or the small and seemingly humble and insignificant.  Our lauded new 

architectural statements, for instance, are taller and more glittering than their predecessors, and must dominate 

the skyline as monumental reminders of the values of excess, and dominance over nature.  Therefore, is there 

something rebellious about a counter-value system?  Although unconsciously, do chai cups, and the resonance 

they evidently have within people, represent an alternative value system, wide-ranging and complete, pre-

existing: not one that needs to be developed through modern material progress, but one that adheres to our 

innate human nature? This is, perhaps, a ‘universe’ I am trying to recreate in this PhD, showing that it must 

inevitably grow as realisation and practice. (I am encroaching too much here on an East/West value system 

argument, where I don’t want to go)  (P11 Koren) Traditionally, wabi-sabi practitioners were tea masters, priests 

and monks. Part of their Zen studies was strident anti-rationalism.  This goes against ‘modern day living’.  

Against newness, sameness, up-to-date, expensive…  Chai cups represent this.  They are about people adapting 

to nature, and romanticising nature.  Not nature adapting to people, and romanticising technology and man-

made materials and processing.  Indeed, wabi-sabi has the bowl as a metaphor (not the box, as does modernism).   

The chai cup is that bowl. 

Appendix 2 

Essay for submission for conference: The Incidental Person, University of Brighton, Critical Thinking 

pathway, 31st May 2016 

Tea House as Incidental Person 

The British artist John Latham (1921–2006) coined the expression the ‘Incidental Person’ (IP) to qualify an 

individual who engages in non-art contexts – industry, politics, education – while avoiding the ‘for/against’, 
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‘you vs. me’ disposition.  His idea was to ‘put forward answers to questions we have not yet asked.’(1).  The IP 

was to have complete freedom from any contractual obligation to produce a material outcome (be it an object or 

a report), and to be without any declared personal bias.  The position ‘is approached without preconceptions, 

temporary enthusiasms, publicly declared causes supported, political formulations.’.(2) The IP was to have an 

awareness of her or his relative position on an infinite and infinitely variable temporal score, allowing them to 

freely imagine novel solutions and interpretations. 

This essay will look at the idea of the Incidental Person (IP) in a fresh light, and suggest that the dimension of 

what an IP brings to a business (or place of work) can in fact be accessed within us all, through certain ‘aesthetic 

actions’.  We all have the potential to be the Incidental Person.  

There will be particular focus here on the aesthetics of the traditional Japanese tea house, and the growing 

proliferation of these spaces in high-tech office blocks for the purpose of unlocking creative freedom in the 

work force.  In line with my wider research, ‘Inner Wilderness’ in book form: establishing contemplation as a 

subject for the artist’s book, I perceive an extension to the idea of human response to a common aesthetic 

language by considering that the aesthetics and elemental components of the tea house can translate into the 

artist’s book, which can, like a portable, personal ‘space’ and ‘moment’, serve a comparable function to the tea 

house, and indeed, the Incidental Person. 

In employment contexts, the IP is placed with a consciousness towards breaking the holds of contemporary 

attitudes towards time, money, politics, profit, and all other specific societal and professional value systems.  

This is with a variety of intentions – ultimately, and ironically – that of professional advancement.  However, 

almost incidentally (an appropriate word), with the IP comes the possibility of transcending, of lateralism, of 

multi-dimension, and of communicating with our ‘micro’ selves – what is inherent and indwelling: our ‘inner 

wilderness’.  But do these possibilities apply only to an outsider, an IP, or do we not all have an indwelling 

‘inner wilderness’, wherein lies the capacity to transcend the ‘material’ and contractual situation, and create and 

interpret with unfettered vision?  If this is so, we are bound to seek alternative ways to access this perspective 

and breadth of interpretation.   

It can be said that an artist is a person who seeks the truth.  A notion of the IP is also that it is a person who 

seeks the truth, or alternative ‘truths’, and reveals them to the personnel of the work placement.  An IP can see, 

what others do not see. Are there, we ask here, ways for the ‘work personnel’ to transcend their contextual 

constraints and access their ‘inner IP’?  One such way is the modern business phenomenon of designing 

http://www.apexart.org/exhibitions/hudek.php#_edn1
http://www.apexart.org/exhibitions/hudek.php#_edn3
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traditional tea houses into commercial tower blocks, where the personnel of a workplace pass through a 

transforming portal, into a separate space wherein they are subjected to carefully calculated aesthetic forces, for 

the purpose of enjoying a sense of the numinous, in reaction against the commercially-led material value system 

on the other side of the papery translucent tea house walls.  

There is a plurality of motivation: ultimately the tea house, or incidental person, is provided – facilitated by the 

company – for the purpose of driving professional excellence, and financial gain.  However, it can’t be entirely 

without the acknowledgement of the creation of beauty, the working with the language of aesthetics, for entirely 

soulful benefit: a tacit understanding that people need more. This exemplifies the plurality of the contemporary 

world: ‘consumer century’ (Dr James Fox) versus ‘inner wilderness’ (John Muir).  John Latham suggested that 

society is ‘starved of an important ingredient’ (3) when creativeness and free imagination – the ‘soulful’ side of 

humanity – are kept outside.  Questionably it is true that some people are more ‘creative’ than others, but it may 

be more forward-thinking to postulate that the ‘some are more creative than others’ attitude is too narrowly 

defined, and rings a defeatist tone; and that focus should be directed to the infinite depths of each individual’s 

‘inner wilderness’ of potential, rather than accepting the defining of people according to uniform, salary, 

working hours, position within the hierarchy, and job description. 

So we are facing a contradiction of the human condition: it is part of the human condition to follow change and 

development, to mutate and metamorphose into complexities of achievement inconceivable even twenty years 

ago.  Yet it is also part of the human condition to yearn to ‘reconnect with nature’, to slow down, downsize, seek 

the simple and humbly beautiful.  But short of total opt-out and living isolated and off-grid (an appealing idea in 

many ways), we have to accept that as individuals we are children of a digital, developed era, and far from the 

Age of Aquarius, we exist in something more like the Age of Apple.  And as a group, as a society, we are 

infected from without, and affected from within.  Our sense and attention are conditioned to ever more rapid 

change, and temporary ideas, and we become less still, less ‘hungry’, less able to contemplate.  As Walter 

Benjamin predicted, ‘contemplation has been replaced by the distraction of the moving image’. (4) 

In the ‘consumer century’, we don’t develop cartography skills – we use GPS – anyone can navigate.  We don’t 

write letters – we Instagram news: no waiting.  No one has a physical photo album cluttering up their shelves 

anymore, and images are instant and free.  Anyone can desktop publish, animate, have a website.  We access 

knowledge from source world wide – we are an enabled society!  And yet this digital reality brings with it its 



173 

GOLD IN THE ARTIST’S BOOK 

 

own hunger – a seemingly inexplicable sense of lost-ness, of lack, in fact, of reality.  Perhaps as we ‘develop’ 

away from nature, we, in part, starve our human nature. 

The proliferation of titles in book shops (yes, people still buy haptic books) such as The Man Who Made things 

out of Trees; Norwegian Wood Chopping; and , All Made by Hand, evidence the irrepressible needs of the 

human soul – in a largely faithless-based digital world.  We live in a situation of plurality. 

A perspective on this situation of plurality can be gained from wider, more ancient theoretical areas. ‘As Above, 

So Below’, the saying goes. ‘Consumer century’ or any century, we all exist, in the widest context, within the 

great natural order of things: from the workings of the cosmos to the atomic patterns in the tiniest grain of sand, 

there apply universal laws.  Sometimes we ‘discover’ them, name them, claim them even, but anyhow, they just 

are.  The ‘golden section’ mathematical equation, Chinese ‘five phases’ theory, the graph of murmurating 

starlings and magnetising metals – and the responses and needs of the human ‘soul’, for want of a term: there is 

an undeniable Nature of Being, and it is this we are acknowledging, and affording a certain sense of satisfaction, 

when we place traditional tea houses in modern office blocks, and incidental people, artists, in non-art contexts. 

L Koren explains this concept in terms of wabi-sabi.  In his words, ‘Wabi-sabi suggests the subtlest realms and 

all the mechanics and dynamics of existence’(5), and terms them ‘primordial forces’.  Koren draws similarities 

with the way that Hindu mandalas, and European cathedrals (to give two examples) work to emotionally convey 

their respective cosmic schemes.  ‘The way rice paper transmits light in a diffuse glow, the manner in which 

clay cracks as it dries, the colour and textural metamorphosis of metal which it tarnishes and rusts.  All these 

represent the physical forces and deep structures that underlie our everyday world’.(6) 

And this brings us to traditional tea houses in office blocks, and the incidental person, artist, in non-art contexts.  

The weight of thousands of years of theory and understanding underpins the tea house aesthetic. It was 

‘modernised’ in the 14th century, into terms more aligned with the ‘modern’ world, and has changed little since.  

A way of defining the purpose of the tea house, is an attempt to create perfection in an imperfect wold.  It deals 

with the idea of ‘moment’ – a protracted amount of time having a powerful influence on the time around it.  And 

it converses with the soul in the language of aesthetics.  

First there has to be a ‘journey’ to get there – to pass through from ‘one life to another’.  One time zone to 

another.  One version of reality to another (a different take on ‘virtual reality’!).  This is often a path or corridor, 

which, ideally, passes out of doors.  Then a person must take off their shoes, leave bulky coats, any luggage, 

outside.  To enter unencumbered.  The door is significant – as a portal – and is purposely low, requiring the 
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entrant to dip and bow down to enter, in humility and deference to the space and time within.  Once inside, the 

aesthetics follow an important set of rules, which are attached entirely to wabi-sabi type thinking, and bear no 

relation to the value system which exists beyond its walls.  The translucency of the walls, and light materials of 

the floor, evoke a feeling of floating, of being suspended.  In the centre, the elements combine in causal 

harmony – fire boiling water, infusing plant matter (earth), creating vapour, rising to the beyond.  Earth to 

heaven!  Materials are chosen for their perfect suitability, with no regard for their monetary value, or the status 

of their maker.  No plurality here!  

When a person leaves the tea house, they are imbued with an altered vision from within, which throws new light 

on the world outside the tea house.  They see through refreshed eyes, informed by the sustenance of the soul, 

and reinterpreted by the aesthetic experience.  This ‘truth seeking’ interpretation is akin to that supplied by the 

Incidental Person – but in this case, the industrialist or business person, finds that incidental person is within. 

Koren describes tea house aesthetics as being ‘pared down to the essence but without removing the poetry’.  

That ‘poetry’, that ‘poetic irregularity’ (7), describes the newness that the companies and businesses who take 

on IPs are questing for.  The ‘poetic irregularity’ is the new, the undesignable, in fact, and therefore the 

‘inspired’.  Hence the inspiration sought is from the ‘soul’ – the very indefinable ‘inner wilderness’, the 

language of the dynamics of existence. 

It can be argued, then, that the IP, being just another person, is not other, or special, but is simply not constricted 

by the same values and motivations – not bound by the same transactions, in a particular situation.  We are all 

equal, if we acknowledge that we all have the inexplicable but palpable ‘inner wilderness’ within us, the 

‘seventh side’ of the cube: the intangible but imperative floating ball of central energy to which all physical 

sides and corners are invisibly but essentially tethered.  With this fresh perspective, can we claim that we can all 

be our own Incidental Person?  Yes, if we undertake an incidental approach:  understand and develop an 

aesthetic process by which to access the part of us that genuinely ‘seeks the truth’: that can see.   

1 The Artist as Incidental Person: new role vis-à-vis government, John Latham Archive 13/4231, #335 

2 The Incidental Person – approach to government, John Latham Archive, 11/2745, #233 

3 The Incidental Person/Approach to Government, John Latham Archive, 6/1781 #85 

4 Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, W Benjamin, 1935 

5 Wabi-Sabi for Artists, Designers, Poets and Philosophers, L Koran 2008, Imperfect Publishing, USA 

6 ibid 

7 ibid 
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Appendix 3 

‘Colour is a power which directly influences the soul.’  

Kandinsky (cited in Duchting, 2001, p. 17)  

 

Rather than saying that gold ‘is’ a colour, we can instead assert that gold ‘has’ a colour.  This is because it does 

not reflect all wavelengths equally.  Most metals appear ‘silver’ in colour because they reflect all visible 

wavelengths equally and have surfaces which permit specular reflections, however gold is an exception.  Having 

nearly 100% reflectivity above 700 nm, gold reflects yellow and red very well, and blue and violet less well, 

which fools the human eye into seeing yellows and reds which are warmer tones, and shimmer with light and 

movement.   

Newton’s (1643-1727) view on colour was that it is ‘an illusion arising from the response of human visual 

apparatus to emissions of light’ (Newton, cited in Finlay, 2007, p. 384).  While this may be useful on one level, 

it does not allow an emotional response or interpretation.  Poet John Keats and critic Charles Lamb pointed this 

out in aggrieved language, claiming Newton had ‘destroyed all the poetry of the rainbow by reducing it to a 

prism’, (Keats cited in Finlay, 2007, p. 385).  Their suggestion, therefore, is that colours carry specific poetic 

meanings, and evoke their own moods and emotional responses from the viewer.  

I conducted an interview with colour theorist and psychologist Dr Darren van Laar (personal communication 

16.03.15), who concurs with both views.  While Dr van Laar added that ‘I can't think of any psychological study 

that has investigated it’, in our discussion surrounding emotional and psychological responses to colour and 

cultural associations with colour, Dr van Laar stated that with gold the ‘glisten (is a) perceptual experience’.  Dr 

van Laar agrees that the ‘colour’ gold does evoke an ‘experience’ (his word) as argued by Keats, but goes on to 

qualify that ‘the perception of 'gold' is actually made up of a base colour (usually an orangish-yellowish hue) 

and a specular highlight’, thereby conceding to Newton. 

Nineteenth-century Scottish scientist Maxwell went further than Newton by arguing that as energy is light, the 

Earth is saturated in electromagnetic radiation from the sun, and thus the function of the human eye in 

interpreting colour from this reflected light is ‘linked to the most fundamental forces in existence’, (Maxwell, 

cited in Finlay, 2007, p. 389).  Here the science of colour begins to converge with art.  In a quotation also 

attributed to Cézanne, Paul Klee reportedly said that colour is ‘the place where our brain and the universe meet’ 

(Klee, as cited in Thompson, 1995, p. 215).  It could be argued that the human response to colour is non-
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intellectual – not reasoned.  Instead, colour theorists believe, we respond to colour on the basis of subliminal 

emotion.  Hence, we have an emotional response to the ‘colour’ gold. 

Appendix 4 

Attempts to reproduce gold, further details 

Augustus the Strong, Elector of Saxony in 1694, displaying excessive greed for gold and immortalised in 

Dresden by a vast golden statue of himself on a horse, The Golden Rider, kidnapped and imprisoned a teenage 

alchemist who he believed could perform transmutation, and demanded he manufactured gold in his captivity.  

He was of course unable to do so.  Though Antonio Bragadini was credited with the achievement of 

transmutation in the mid-16th century, and even Isaac Newton made an attempt, it remains still beyond the limits 

of human science.  We cannot, in this sense, entirely own gold, which is important to our relationship to it and to 

its effect on us.   

Numerous other attempts have been made to replicate gold, many of which have produced a gold-like material, 

with some imitation or some of the properties of gold.  An example of this is the golden metal produced under 

the 17th century monarchs Christian IV of Denmark and Emperor Ferdinand III.  The metals their alchemists 

produced were gold-like in colour, but had very low specific gravity, which contrasts with the high figure of 

gold.   

Wright and Elkington patented gold electroplating in 1840, which sparked a huge craze as the items produced 

looked at first like solid gold.  The gold was a faint veneer, the items therefore lacked authenticity: it looked like 

gold, but it was not gold.  One of the first items to be electroplated and shown to the public was a real rose.  The 

thin veneer of gold highlighted all the tiniest details of the natural form.  People’s response to this was one of 

wonder (Fox, 2012).  In my practice I have used gold leaf to highlight what we do not normally see, such as the 

veins in a leaf and the intricate textures of card surfaces, to create wonder in the same way. 

Appendix 5 

Notes from interview by telephone with master artist-bookbinder Kate Holland, 20th February 2017 

NB This is not a transcript of the interview. The interview was not recorded.  It took the form of an informal 

discussion. I made contemporaneous notes while Kate spoke of the key responses she gave in answer to the 
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questions posed (I had the questions prepared but Kate had no prior indication of them). The words beneath are 

direct quotes from Kate, extracted form free conversation. 

JS What adjectives would you choose to describe the effects of gold in the book? 

KH Sparkly things, but not bling or brash. Eye catching. Movement. Turning of the book, especially with 

real gold leaf – it displays the tooling. 

JS Why do you use gold? 

KH Richness – giving good materials for something expensive.  Tradition in bookbinding – part of the 

language of bookbinding. Gold expresses yourself on leather – using pooling etc.  Translates ideas.  It is a 

malleable material. 

JS What are the materials you use for gold? 

KH Gold paper – treat it, then inkjet, then black line ink, then sprinkled with red gold pigment – as in Year 

of the Runaways.  Gold foil instead of leaf.  Gold foil or real gold foil.  The fake gold is too brash.  Real gold is 

lush and deep, not tacky.  Gives depth of quality. 

JS Does the making process affect the effect? 

KH All hers are one-off.   It depends what I want to say.  Making takes about 150 hours per book. 

Other KH comments related to gold:  

‘I like a little bit of sparkle in your life’ 

‘With gold – less is more’ 

‘It needs room to sing 

Appendix 6 

Notes from in-person communication (Zoom call) with contemporary illuminator Susan Ciantar, Mon 

18th July 2022 

Been working in this area for thirty years.  Love for it. 

Originally comes from Malta – “the churches are so ornate there.” 
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Left Malta and “craved the richness of the culture so much” when she went to Australia – Melbourne.  

“Churches in Oz are nothing like that.”  Malta is very very little but has hundreds of churches – old ones.  Oz is 

a young country with a different sort of history, and different, modern sort of art.   

“IG opened up the world”, found other illuminators and exchanged information about products, techniques and 

workshops.  Natural products to make the illumination raised. 

“A lot of people can’t touch or feel these things, but I just want to bring them back to life.” 

Q: What do you think the gold does? 

A: 

 Attracts your eye 

 Illuminates everything 

 Lights them up 

 NB there was no electricity, candle light only, when this technique originated, so “the gold would guide 

the eye to where you are” in the picture or text. 

 Susan was inspired by the Bible of Borso D’Este 

Q: Who buys it? 

A: 

 There is a trend in having old religious arts, symbolic of religion, different and unique pieces 

 Moneyed people with beautiful homes 

 

Described selling a special piece she had created, “ My heart went out with it” 

Susan sees significance in the fact that historical book artefacts are preserved and considered important – “For a 

book to be preserved for so long…” 

“Digital is good for different uses, but for something to be physical, for 700 years or more…” 

“I’d love to leave a little bit of something to my children” 

The Maltese Archdiocesan bought two pieces of Susan’s work – “their history come to life”  
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Appendix 7 

Chronology of Terminology 

‘Wonder (n.:) the state of mind produced by something new: unexpected or extraordinary: admiration: a 

strange, astonishing thing or happening’  

(Chambers English Dictionary, 1990, p. 1704)  

I will explore a range of terms used by a selection of theorists.  While these theorists may employ different 

terms, the emotion or experience they describe is common due to the way it is expressed.  This shows a 

consensus that there is a recognisable human emotional response, yet a difficulty in establishing a common 

term.  I am presenting this overview as a ‘chronology of terminology’, ending at the present day with the 

thinking of Jesse Prinz, the current leading theorist of wonder.  There is no one word or term that seems wholly 

satisfactory to describe the response of ‘wonder’, despite such widespread agreement that there is a phenomenon 

to be described.  

What word?  Chronology of terminology 

As early as 369 BCE, Plato, classical Greek philosopher, is said to have used the phrase ‘the special affection of 

a philosopher’ to describe wonder.  Plato’s notion is that wonder is the primary intellectual impulse which 

prompts all enquiry and is the root of the development of ideas and understanding (Plato, 369 BCE).  In this 

view, wonder is an emotional response born of intellectual curiosity and in its turn engendering intellectual 

curiosity.  Socrates, too, is reported to have said that philosophy begins in wonder: that wonder is what leads us 

to try to understand our world.  In contemporary times Richard Dawkins has portrayed wonder as a wellspring 

from which scientific inquiry begins – humans reflect, seeking comprehension (Dawkins, 2013).  This can be 

linked to Prinz’s claim that many artworks succeed by being challenging (Prinz, 2018).  As he points out, 

‘wonder is connected to wondering’, which is in the cognitive dimension of response to an artwork and suggests 

one way in which a response of wonder might be created by an artist’s book.  I categorise this finding under the 

term ‘cognitive surprise’. 

‘Curiosity (adj.): state or quality of being curious: inquisitiveness: that which is curious: anything rare or 

unusual.’  (Chambers English Dictionary, 1990, p. 348). 
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Taking a leap forward in time, further references can be found.  The philosopher Francis Bacon discussed his 

philosophy of wonder across many of his works, though he never presented a definitive scheme.  His notion 

seems to echo Plato’s idea, and Bacon is often paraphrased to have expounded that ‘when wonder ceases, 

knowledge begins’.  In Advancement of Learning, 1605 (Bacon, 2004), Bacon refers to wonder as ‘broken 

knowledge’ – a process where wonder is experienced, recedes, and knowledge advances.  Bacon’s argument is 

that wonder cannot be attained by the contemplation of created things, but in the natural, and that which cannot 

be related to man’s conception or production.  This view suggests that the initial emotional reaction of wonder is 

caused by phenomena in nature and not the man-made.  I categorise this finding under ‘wonder in nature’ in 

Chapter 3.3.2.  Bacon’s notion also might imply that wonder has a time span – that it can be experienced and 

then recedes.  An artist’s book could, then, keep offering a repetition of this emotion.  Prinz concurs with this 

notion when he explains, ‘even if we have seen these (wondrous sights) before, each encounter can remove us 

from the workday flow of life’.   

‘Knowledge (n.): assured belief: that which is known: information, instruction: enlightenment.’ (Chambers 

English Dictionary, 1990, p. 792). 

This idea of shock or astonishment as essential to evoke a numinous experience is expounded by the eighteenth-

century Irish philosopher Edmund Burke in his analysis of the sublime (Burke, 2016).  Burke denies the 

spiritual, asserting physiological reasons for such an experience or perception.  For Burke, wonder comes from a 

shock to the senses which leads to an overwhelming emotion.  This view is enforced in Prinz’s recent study in 

which he discusses the sub-emotional components of wonder.  Prinz claims that wonder involves ‘cognitive 

perplexity’, engages our sensory systems, and is able to ‘challenge us, bewilder us, and overwhelm us’. (Prinz, 

2018).  With reference to the use of gold in a contemporary artist’s book I categorise this finding under ‘wonder 

in material splendour’ in Chapter 3.3.2. 

‘Astonishment (n.): amazement: wonder: a cause for astonishment.’  (Chambers English Dictionary, 1990, p. 

84). 

‘Shock (n.): violent impact: a dashing together: a shaking or unsettling blow: a blow to the emotions.’ 

(Chambers English Dictionary, 1990, p. 1359). 

‘Sublime (adj.): set aloft: lift on high: exalted: awakening feelings of awe and veneration: to transmute into 

something higher.’  (Chambers English Dictionary, 1990, p. 1464). 
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Eighteenth-century German philosopher Immanuel Kant discussed wonder in terms of the concept of human 

transcendental experiences or moments of numinosity.  He proposed the notion of a priori, something which 

exists ‘previously’ within people (Bennett, 2007).  This implies that to experience wonder is an inherent quality 

in humankind.  Kant described feelings of numinosity as being momentarily overwhelmed, even to the point of 

inhibiting bodily responses.  This implies that experiencing wonder could paralyse one for a moment – or arrest 

time.  This is explained as a response to our imaginations being overwhelmed by sensory experience.  Prinz’s 

recent research into wonder as how we experience emotion from art concurs by claiming, ‘wondrous things 

engage and captivate our senses’, and that we are caused to be perplexed by wondrous things which ‘are hard to 

fully capture in our conceptual schemes’. (Prinz, 2018).  With reference to the use of gold in a contemporary 

artist’s book I categorise this finding under ‘wonder in material splendour’ in Chapter 3.3.2. 

‘Admiration (n.): the act of admiring: wonder, together with esteem, love, or veneration: astonishment.’  

(Chambers English Dictionary, 1990, p. 16). 

‘Overwhelm (v.): to overspread and crush by something heavy or strong: to flow over: to bear down: to reduce 

to helplessness: to overpower.’  (Chambers English Dictionary, 1990, p. 1027). 

One description of wonder comes from the eighteenth-century Scottish moral philosopher Adam Smith.  He is 

quoted to have claimed that wonder arises ‘when something quite new and singular is presented’ (Smith cited in 

Wren-Lewis, 2019, p. 112).  Smith associated this quality of experience with a distinctive bodily feeling – ‘that 

staring, and sometimes that rolling of the eyes, that suspension of the breath, and that swelling of the heart’ 

(Smith cited in Smith cited in Wren-Lewis, 2019, p. 112).  Smith suggests three causes of wonder.  First, when 

wondrous things engage our senses – we stare and widen our eyes.  Smith sees this as a sensory response.  

Second, cognitive surprise when we see astonishing and perplexing events.  Finally, wonder has a dimension 

that can be described as spiritual: we look upwards in veneration, all of which are discussed in this chapter.  

Prinz’s recent study concurs by identifying expressive behaviours such as facial expressions as a response to 

wonder (Prinz, 2018).  I categorise these findings under ‘cognitive surprise’. 

‘Strange (adj.) foreign: alien: form elsewhere: not of one’s own place, family, or circle: not one’s own: not 

formerly known or experienced: unfamiliar: interestingly unusual.’  (Chambers English Dictionary, 1990, p. 

1452). 

‘Veneration (ns.) the act of venerating: the state of being venerated: awed respect.’  (Chambers English 

Dictionary, 1990, p. 1452). 
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Turning now to the Romantic poets of the eighteenth century, Wordsworth uses the idea of ‘spots in time’ as a 

poetic structural device and as a notion entwined with his narrative in The Prelude (Wordsworth, 2004).  While 

he deals with the idea of memory and emotions contained within memories, these ‘spots in time’ are moments of 

wonder, in particular life-changing moments – inwardly rather than in material or practical terms.  This strikes a 

chord with Smith’s idea of spiritual veneration and a ‘swelling heart’, and also with theorists who view this 

aspect of wonder as a metaphysical rather than a spiritual response: both interpretations see wonder as having 

the facility to evoke profound change.  Prinz’s recent research concurs with the notion that wonder can create a 

moment of arrest, apart from daily life.  His study claims that wonder arises when we are ‘pull(ed) away from 

our mundane activities’.  The idea of creating a ‘moment apart’ is integral to the intention of the practice 

research in this study. 

‘Metaphysical (adj.) pertaining to metaphysics: abstract: beyond nature or the physical: supernatural: fanciful.’  

(Chambers English Dictionary, 1990, p. 895). 

Poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge takes Kant’s theories further and recognises the spiritual.  In Coleridge’s scheme 

of inspired, or natural, knowledge, as he calls it (Jackson, 1985), there is the idea that nature is intrinsically 

divine.  Humankinds’ ‘natural knowledge’ is emblematic of God’s creation of nature itself.  Coleridge sees 

nature as ‘inspired’, and our wonder at nature a spiritual dialogue with God.  While Coleridge’s interpretation is 

that of the theologian, he acknowledges the response of wonder and links it to nature as its cause.  I categorise 

this as ‘wonder in nature’ in Chapter 3.3.2. 

‘Nature (n.) the power that creates and regulates the world: the power of growth: the established order of things: 

the cosmos: the external world, esp. as untouched by man.’  (Chambers English Dictionary, 1990, p. 957). 

William Blake described wonder poetically when he wrote, ‘To see a World in a Grain of Sand, And a Heaven 

in a Wild Flower, Hold infinity in the palm of your hand And Eternity in an hour.’ (Blake, 1968).  Contained in 

this description is the idea that wonder elicits metaphysical contemplation.  He suggests that in our wonder at 

grains of sand and wildflowers – at nature – we are transported to a contemplation of time and scale and our 

place in the universe.  The idea of distortion of scale is relevant to my practice in making artists’ books.  As 

mentioned in Chapter 3.1.1, the imagination automatically places the viewer within an artist’s book when we 

interact with it, thereby altering scale.  This affords the possibility of ‘putting a cathedral in a book’, or a 

mountain; or indeed space and beyond.  This is a way in which wonder could be created in an artist’s book and I 

categorise it as cosmic and metaphysical wonder in Chapter 3.3.2. 
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‘Infinity (n.): boundlessness: an infinite quantity: vastness, immensity.’  (Chambers English Dictionary, 1990, 

p. 731). 

The Transcendentalists of the nineteenth century, Henry Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson in particular, were 

concerned in their writing with the connection between nature and human nature, stillness and wonder, and 

fulfilment through simplicity.  Henry Thoreau writes of a conviction of the immanence or indwelling of wonder 

in the soul of the individual: ‘God himself culminates in the present moment’ (Thoreau, 2021).  Emerson 

describes an experience of wonder in these terms: ‘Standing on the bare ground […] all mean egotism vanishes.  

I become a transparent eyeball; I am nothing; I see all; the currents of the Universal Being circulate through 

me’.  (Emerson and Spiller, 1971).  Both Thoreau and Emerson identify nature as the source of wonder and both 

imply that there is an inherent need in humankind to experience wonder.  I categorise this as ‘wonder in nature’ 

in Chapter 3.3.2.   

‘Immanent’ (adj.) indwelling: pervading: inherent.’  (Chambers English Dictionary, 1990, p. 711). 

‘Transcendental’ (adj.): transcending: supereminent, surpassing others: concerned with what is independent of 

experience.  (Chambers English Dictionary, 1990, pp. 1557-8). 

Entering the twentieth century we begin to see wonder described as both a positive and negative emotion. 

Rudolf Otto was one of the most influential thinkers on religion.  Otto described wonder as the ‘numinous’, and 

said it had three components, mysterium tremendum et fascinans. As mysterium, the numinous is ‘wholly other’ 

– entirely different from anything we experience in ordinary life.  It evokes a reaction of silence.  Tremendum 

because it presents itself as overwhelming power, possibly evoking terror, and finally fascinans, as merciful and 

gracious. (Otto, 1923).  Otto therefore acknowledges wonder as an emotional experience which can be extreme, 

transformative, and possibly fearful.  Prinz’s recent study also acknowledges the positive and negative types of 

wonder where he states, ‘Wondrous things can be intimidating’ (Prinz, 2018).  As discussed in Chapter 3.2.3, 

context is important in a book-work to determine whether the materials will produce a positive or negative 

effect. 

‘Numinous (adj.): pertaining to divinity: suffused with feeling of a divinity.’  (Chambers English Dictionary, 

1990, p. 985). 

In contemporary times, Marghanita Laski (1990) carried out a survey about wonder.  She asked people 

questions such as, ‘Do you know a sensation of transcendent ecstasy?  How would you describe it?’  Recurring 
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responses included the terms ‘unity’, ‘eternity’, ‘heaven’, ‘new life’, ‘satisfaction’, ‘joy’, ‘salvation’, 

‘perfection’, ‘glory’; ‘contact’, ‘new or mystical knowledge’; ‘loss of difference’, ‘time, place of worldliness’; 

‘feelings of calm’, and ‘peace’.  Laski found that the most common triggers for transcendental ecstasies come 

from nature.  Laski hypothesised that feelings of ecstasy are a psychological and emotional response that are 

wired into human biology.  These findings suggest the need for a ‘moment apart’.  This research suggests that a 

contemporary artist’s book could provide this and seeks to explore this through practice. 

‘Ecstasy (n.) a state of temporary mental alienation and altered or diminished consciousness: excessive joy: 

enthusiasm, or any exalted feeing.’  (Chambers English Dictionary, 1990, p. 450). 

Today we are familiar with ‘awesome’ as a frequently used adjective.  In 2015 The New York Times published 

an article entitled ‘Why do We Experience Awe?’ (Piff and Keltner, 2015).  In this article, Piff and Keltner 

describe awe in these terms: ‘We humans […] can get goose bumps when we experience awe, that often-

positive feeling of being in the presence of something vast that transcends our understanding of the world’.’  

This description is termed ‘awe’ here; however, the term could be interchanged for ‘wonder’ and, indeed, Prinz 

describes awe as ‘intense wonder’ (Prinz, 2018).  Piff and Keltner describe the physical reaction 

also expounded by Smith referred to earlier, the possibility of a negative or fearful accompaniment, and the 

suggestion that nature or the metaphysical might contribute to wonder.   

‘Awe (n.) reverential wonder or fear: dread: power to inspire awe.’  (Chambers English Dictionary, 1990, p. 

97). 

The examples above offer a collective understanding and sense of the emotion or experience of wonder.  They 

apply a range of terms; however they describe a similar phenomenon, which this study calls wonder.  This 

overview offers common agreements on wonder which I am organising into four categories.  These are: wonder 

in nature; cosmic and metaphysical wonder; cognitive surprise; wonder in material splendour.  All of these can 

cause a moment apart – what twentieth century essayist Elaine Scarry calls a moment of ‘opiated adjacency’ 

(Scarry, 2013, p. 114).  These findings contribute to my practice research by providing understanding about how 

wonder works, and therefore how a book-work might be designed to create wonder.  

Prinz’s research, in a contemporary context, validates this chronology as a representative reflection on the 

characteristics of wonder, and its synonyms.  He argues that ‘the emotion that best captures artistic goodness is 

wonder’.  While I have devised the four categories mentioned above from my research, and Prinz’s approach is 
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slightly different, our findings agree that wonder can cause a ‘moment apart’, that it can be frightening but is 

usually positive, that it can be a sensory response, and that it can be caused by ‘perplexity’ (Prinz’s term), which 

I describe as ‘?’.  Prinz’s research also explains that in viewing an artwork (or book-work), ‘we admire skill, 

extreme perseverance, (and) invention’. 

Appendix 8 

ARTIST’S STATEMENT 

Title of work:  books Murmuration 1: Ebb and Flow image book; and Murmuration 2: Bird’s Wing narrative book. 

Murmuration 1 and 2, Artist’s Books, Jane Savage June 2015 

Papers and cards, graph paper, acetate, ink jet printed image, type writer 

1:  300 x 130 mm closed 

2:  255 x 65 mm closed 

One-off piece 

Selected by weloveyourbooks.com for online curated exhibition Ebb and Flow, July 2015 

Starling murmuration mystifies us, and challenges scientific understanding.  We gaze skyward in wonder, and laugh out 

loud.  Murmuration evokes a universal response, and speaks to us in an inner language, reconnecting us with the wonder 

of nature. 

 

Murmuration forms make vast waves in the sky, teaming one way and another, twirling and diving, ululating and twisting 

back and forth across the horizon, ebbing and flowing in continuous, fluid motion. 

 

There is little understanding of the phenomenon, however recent research, such as the Starflag project in Rome, has 

devised a way of using photography to gather data leading to accurate mathematical graphs of murmuration.  The 

discoveries are intriguing.  It has been found that murmuration obeys patterns that can be discerned elsewhere in nature: 

in the movement of snow before an avalanche, in metals responding to magnetisation, within cells themselves.  In fact, a 

fundamental ebb and flow motion within all life. 

 

In this two-part work I have celebrated the mathematical precision behind the phenomenon of murmuration, as well as the 

sense of wonder it evokes.  I have made observations about our forms of data collection concerning murmuration, and 

aspire to ask questions, through the work, about our indwelling sense of connection with wider nature, and the disconnect 

we can have with it in a material and intellectual sense. 

 

Both books open to arched curves – reminiscent of flight.  The interior of the narrative book resembles a bird wing’s 

skeletal form.  The spines of the image book correspond with this as they evoke structure, mechanism, and skeletal 

engineering.  As the pages of the image book turn from side to side in a ‘far flung’ skywards motion, and rest in airy, 

translucent arches, so the wing of the narrative book moves to bring to life the movement of bird.  From side to side the 

pages arch, revealing the twisting, tidal ebb and flow of murmuration forms in the printed images on the pages.  The 

narrative book gives commentary in the form of scientific phrases describing the phenomenon of murmuration, taken 

from detailed research into the mathematical models of the forms. 

 

The two book-works are companions, the image book of sky and ‘the beyond’, above the narrative book beneath, 

indicating earth by its colour.  Presented on familiar stationery materials, the information in the narrative book, 
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juxtaposed with the images of a wondrous phenomenon above, seek to illustrate the greater subject of the relationship 

between humankind and the natural world: we strive to comprehend through scientific advancements, are stunned by our 

discoveries of mathematical synchronicities, yet really we are simply glimpsing a vast natural order which continues to 

elude us, inspire us, and hold us in awe and wonder. 

Key words:    awe        suspend        arrest          wonder  

 

Appendix 9 

ARTISTS’ STATEMENT 

 

Title of work:  Drawing-board Expo: 3 Questions 

This exhibition showed a collection of 51 experimental pieces of practice research, along side a display of 

selected books which contained gold form the Specials Collection at the University of Portsmouth Library.  

The whole was presented to demonstrate my research progress to that time and to articulate its theories and 

questions  publicly. 

Presentation for Annual Review March 2018, work-in-progress exhibition 

This is an exhibition of work-in-progress, illustrating three research questions which have arisen from practical 

and theoretical work.  The exhibition is a snap-shot of part of the process and is not intended to contain finished 

pieces; and certainly not ‘answers’. 

First question: All that glistens is not gold: does it have to be real gold, or is association enough?  This 

question concerns materials and considers the practicalities and expense of using real gold in the artist’s book; 

and the peculiar influence of the imagination to enable us to bridge gaps in reality, when we interact with a 

book-form.  This question begins to explore whether it is solely the reflective quality of gold that is responsible 

for its appeal, or whether our visceral response arises from the wider cultural significance of gold.  

Second question: Reindeer see lichen in luminous yellow: how do we respond to goldness?  I am fascinated 

by reindeer seeing their scarce food source as ‘gold’, in a wilderness of greys.  It resonates with the idea of life-

force being depicted in gold by numerous artists; and with the interchanging of the words ‘life’ and ‘light’ – 

both of which are connected to gold.  In these practical explorations I make reference to the sculptural work of 

Arte Povera artist Giuseppe Penone, and to the Book Artist Mark Iwinski, combining goldness with bark and 

tree cores.  

The final question in this indicative example of work in progress is: In Praise of Shadows: is goldness more 

powerful in the dark?  It takes inspiration from an essay by Junichiro Tanizaki entitled In Praise of Shadows, 

which brings to life Eastern notions of the aesthetic place of gold and presents a beguiling argument for hiding 

our most extravagant ore in order to appreciate its special qualities. 
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There is an inevitable cross-over between the lines of enquiry in the practical research, which is both reflexive 

and reflective in methodology.  Ongoing reflective practice leads to further research questions, such as how 

much is too much goldness in the artist’s book; and does the making process imbue the work with aura 

 Key words:  dazzle; uplift; transcend; arrest; restore 

 

Appendix 10 

ARTISTS’ STATEMENT 

 

Title of work:  Between the Larches 

Between the Larches, artist’s book, Jane Savage May 2016 

Mixed cards and papers, print, Dutch gold leaf 

17 x13 cm closed 

One-off piece 

This is my submission for Bohemian Group exhibition in association with The King’s Theatre, Southsea, 

Portsmouth. 

This ‘book-work’ is designed with the qualities of the theatre in mind.  A book tells a story, and the theatre 

brings the story out of the book.  Just as in a miniature stage set, the viewer uses their imagination to alter 

their scale and ‘enter’ the scene: here a larch forest, wherein lies story, adventure, history, excitement, and 

mystery.  The work is inspired by the larch forests around Espoo in Finland – a place of peace, purity and 

pilgrimage. 

This work acknowledges beauty, through materials, form, and concept.  Gold leaf is used to dwell on words 

and bring them to life.  Gold is a beautiful material which reflects light and is precious.  As an artist’s book, 

there is surprise and intrigue in the object as a form.  The fluttery, crinkly-spikey forest, and its blue hue 

intend to evoke the mystery of the larch forest as a romantic far-away place.  The words from the story book 

slip silently into the forest and weave through the trees. 

To respond to the criteria of being ‘emotive’, the work intends to evoke a sense of the spell-bound; a drawing 

into our deep-rooted cultural senses of the stories of the forest.  The work aims to elicit an emotional response 

different in all its viewers but joined by the timeless connection between people and trees – feelings of 

reverence, of excitement mixed with fear, and of trees which hold in their ancient souls the tangles of the 

history of their place.  The work invites the viewers’ imagination to place themselves inside the forest. 

Between the Larches is inspired by a particular larch forest in Espoo, Finland.  It tells the story of the spiritual 

history of the area, of the many quiet pilgrims who come to this forest to reach the monastery there. The text 
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in the work is not meant to be read, although it tells a true story.  Instead, the words are subsumed by the 

sense of the place, leaving the viewer to their own experience. 

This work is linked to my PhD research project currently entitled: ‘Inner Wilderness’ in book form: 

establishing contemplation as a subject for the artist’s book (working title); and also relates to A Portable 

Peace Space: The Artist’s Book as an Imaginary Space, a paper I am currently writing. 

 

References: Lost, by Xi (glass forest), A Midsummer Night’s Dream; Into the Woods, by James 

LapineKey words: mystery; history; experience; imagination; story 

 

Appendix 11 

Proposal for BABE Artists’ books event 2021, Arnolfini, Bristol 

I would like to submit a proposal to participate in the BABE event 2021. 

My proposal is a five-minute animated ‘walk through’ of an artist’s book-work I have produced as one of the 

final pieces for my PhD research project. The piece is called Awe/Ore (Savage 2020). 

The subject of the piece is creating wonder with gold.  Gold has long been a ‘traditional’ material in the making 

of books, from Medieval illustrated manuscripts to artisanal bookbinding.  I am taking this tradition into the 

field of the contemporary artist’s book, where I hope to show that gold can evoke a sense of wonder. 

The piece I would like to show embodies the notion that the reflective qualities of real gold leaf, particularly 

when gold reflects off gold, create a greater experience of wonder than imitation or gold-like materials can. It 

plays with ideas of the miniature and hand-held, the personal and portable object; and the idea of an artefact 

being ‘ordinary enough to drop and lose but special enough to keep forever’. Lastly, this piece directs us to the 

notion that only real gold is wondrous even in the dark. 

My ‘walk through’ will discuss the choices arrived at in the making process, and how they came about though 

previous and experimental practice-research. I will show how the work uses gold to make links with the 

historical use of gold in the book, and how it intends to create a wonder effect within the form of a 

contemporary artist’s book.  

Above all, I hope it will provide a moment of wonder and awe through the use of gold as a material for the 

viewers of the BABE event. 
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Appendix 12 

Notes taken at the British Library Rare Books Collection, primary research
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Appendix 13 

ARTISTS’ STATEMENT 

Title of work:   Part 1:  Exchange - Swatch 

  Part 2:  Exchange – Table of Contents 

Exchange 1 and 2, Artists’ books, Jane Savage February 2016 

Papers, cork, bark, paper clip, book thread 

65x85x17mm 

One-off piece 

Submission for Mail Art project Exchange The Illustration Department, Eldon Building, University of 

Portsmouth 

The work is a two-part book-work, comprising Artists’ books Exchange - Swatch, and Exchange - Table of 

Contents.  In keeping with the origins of Mail Art, this is a one-off hand-made work. 

I have interpreted the theme of Exchange to mean an exchange of values over time; in particular how different 

papers are valued as the societal and cultural context changes.  Twentysix papers (term loosely used) have been 

gathered, and bound, as in a swatch: the idea being that a swatch is a gathering of samples, to be examined 

individually, and compared against each other.  The swatch is a reflection on ‘exchanges’ made in a changing 

world.  The paper samples have been ordered on the swatch in terms of chronology of paper technology, and 

of their relative values in terms of function and perception.  As such, the ordering is part of a process of musing 

and reflecting, rather than of adhering to strict historical accuracy. 

At one end is cork, and tree bark – more as symbols of primitive papers or paper’s origin.  I have included 

acetate, and highly glossy magazine stock at the other – more as a comment about the materials valued in the 



192 

GOLD IN THE ARTIST’S BOOK 

 

contemporary world.  I have included postal brown paper, again, to indicate a somewhat bygone context; and 

inkjet copy paper – another context.  There is bible paper, chip paper, and newsprint; tracing paper, baking 

paper, and tissue paper: for yesteryear’s drafts people.  I have torn ‘old’ edges and cut ‘new’ ones.  I have 

(almost unconsciously) made decisions about colour, for the sake of a pleasing aesthetic.  The process was a 

deeply satisfying engagement with the materials, feeling the furry smooth surfaces, the tension and weight; 

testing how resistant, how fibrous, how soft; how durable in form and hue, what longevity.  The swatch is held 

together with book thread, as a faithfulness to the book-form. 

Table of Contents is a reflection on each individual sample of paper, a noting down of my first thoughts and 

response.  It was an instinctive process of responding to the experience of each material, through which a 

narrative surrounding the swatch samples was formed.  I have chosen to present this narrative in a formal, 

almost scientific graphic and layout, suggesting a new ‘truth’.  This corresponds with the subject of my main 

PhD research project.  Table of Contents is printed on found paper, from a pack labelled ‘A4 Typing Paper, 

100 sheets’.  This lends to the consideration of the value of different papers, in changing cultural contexts.  It 

was very cheap paper when sold as typing paper, but in today’s light, we can appreciate its clear crispness and 

elegant translucency as superior.  The three sheets are secured with a paper clip, reflecting the simplicity and 

form of Swatch.  They are folded to be posted in an A5 envelope, and folded again, to give the impression of 

having been tucked in someone’s pocket.  This refers to ideas of auraticism, and human connection, again 

making reference to my wider research. 

The working title of my wider research (for PhD) is The Art of Contemplation: evoking ‘inner wilderness’ 

through the artist’s book (a practice-based study).  In this I am looking in part at the effects of contemporary 

values on inner wellbeing.  In many ways, we are a society which values struggle over peace; high-tech over 

low, sleek, sharp and new over old, worn and humble.  This two-part book-work Exchange considers how we 

may have over-pursued sleek and high-tech in paper, and how, as a people, we are coming to value once again 

the warmth, softness and wholesomeness of the natural and ordinary.   

Key words:     aura         value          texture           sensation          emotion 
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