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7
Agenda: From the Margin to the Center

While the slogan and title of the present volume “publishing as artistic
practice” has not gone viral yet, the potential for it can already be felt. Its
tremendous popularity in parts of contemporary art, literature, graphic
design, and small /micro publishing scenes, where publishing and making
books has become an essential part of a comprehensive artistic practice,
suggests that it incorporates a striking critical diagnosis of the contemporary
moment. In fact, it has become increasingly more frequent for the practice
of authors, artists, and designers to overlap with the practice of publish-
ers, and vice versa. It is by no means uncommon for publishing to be concep-
tually integrated into a work and even for publishing to be understood as an
artistic project or declared as a work itself. If this were the case, then publish-
ing would have to be understood as an artistic form of expression itself.
Given the diversity and proliferation of such works, concepts, projects,
and initiatives amongst artists, authors, and graphic designers, the time is
now ripe to push publishing into the center of aesthetic and academic
discourses. For this reason, it is necessary to sharpen the focus and to no
longer question only the significance of publishing for artistic practices,
but to also search for the possibility and significance of publishing as artistic
practice, just as recent artistic positions and conceptions have proposed.

From Book to Publishing

Itis of primary importance to establish from the beginning that the focal point
of artistic, aesthetic concerns has decidedly moved away from the debate
surrounding books that has left its mark on the last two decades. As a
consequence, the discussion concerning the artist’s book has then progressed
to a new domain as well.! The implications of this shift of emphasis—from
medium, i.e. artifact, to practice; and from book to publishing—surface

in the catchy flyer Jan Blessing and Constanze Hein designed for a workshop
in February 2015 that was organized with Kristin Mueller, a workshop which,
incidentally, served as the starting point for the present volume. The flyer

was designed to look like a book’s dust jacket [fig.11. But, there is no book
inside, it is empty, and this fact evinces a gap, which, in turn, produces a shift
in focus: away from the book and its contents, and toward the circumstances,
Practices, and processes of production that encompass and foster a book.
Assuch, the flyer embodies the notion of publishing that is usually difficult
to grasp. Moreover, it implicitly supplies a justification for the necessity

of this shift in focus by demonstrating that a published work cannot be
regarded independent of the publishing process and its determining factors.
The flyer in the form of a dust jacket echoes these processes and factors

:’md also makes them tangible. The present volume will be concerned with
Just this.
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Fig.1.  Flyer for the workshop Publishing as Artistic Practice
in Berlin, February 2, 2015, designed by Jan Blessing and
Constanze Hein. Photo: Studio Pandan.

Practice Turn

On account of this shift of focus, we are now operating in the field of praxe-
ology that has experienced a major surge in recent years as part of the
interdisciplinary practical turn (or, practice turn).? In the social sciences (but
also increasingly in philosophy, history, cultural studies, anthropology,
science studies, and philology), a variety of research fields “now regularly
draw on practical theoretical approaches to reconstruct the routines in
businesses, the forms of using technical and medial artifacts, the character-

istics of gendered ‘performances’ or even the ‘doing culture’ in everyday

practices.”?

What is common amongst them is the “emphasis on the importance
of close attention to particular practices and the context within which
they are located.™ Nevertheless, it should be no surprise that the definition
of practice is contentious. Following David G. Stern, we can preliminarily
say that “[n]o short answer will do here. At the very least, a practice is
something people do, not just once, butona regular basis. [...] the identity
of a practice depends not only on what people do, but also on the signifi-
cance of those actions and the surroundings in which they occur.”®

Andreas Reckwitz’s very broad definition could also prove helpful
for our discussion: “A practice is thus a routinized way in which bodies
are moved, objects are handled, subjects are treated, things are described
and the world is understood.” The relevance of the implicit norms that

:
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guide a practice for the practice is often underestimated: “The norms that
are constitutive of these practices should not be understood in terms of
sharing explicitly stated or statable beliefs or values, or in terms of conscious
intentions—although these will certainly play a part from time to time—but
rather as a matter of unreflectively acting in the same way as others, of doing
what ‘one’ does.””

This deliberation addresses the problematic nature of researching
the practices themselves: if they are “functioning,” then they are barely
visible and are regarded as being “self-evident” to the agent, which is why
they can only be articulated and taken as an object of explicit analysis
and theoretical discussion with great difficulty. Aside from the analysis of
artifacts, there are laboratory studies, participant observations, interviews,
and self-explanations by the agents that can also be interpreted, which is
why a number of the protagonists operating in this field have the floor in the
current volume.?

Publishing Studies

Interestingly, the first attempts to theoretically reflect upon the artistic
practice of publishing originated in the artistic scene and not in academic
discourse. The dissertation and artistic research projects of Delphine
Bedel, Antoine Lefebvre, Bernhard Cella, and Eva Weinmayr® are notewor-
thy examples as are the works of Nick Thurston, Hannes Bajohr, and
Alessandro Ludovico, all of whom are anchored both in artistic, literary
fields and the academy.!® This attempt to consolidate and cross-pollinate
aesthetic and academic discourse could also be valuable for publishing
studies which currently still struggles to become a distinct academic disci-
pline.! After all, the fact is that publishing still “remains untheorized.”*?
This applies just as well to the history of the book (or book history, as itis
also called) as well as literary studies; that is, to the very disciplines who
would seem to have questions of publishing within their “jurisdiction.”
Artists, authors, and publishers who are active in this field have recognized
and lamented this lack of research. Nick Thurston, for instance, reminds
us: “I think we need to recognise publishing as a specific field of practice and
theory, akin to a ‘discipline’ in academia.”

Such a praxeological perspective, however, has remained considerably
undeveloped in the studies scattered across numerous disciplines that
take publishing as their subject. Of those key models “for analyzing the way
books come into being and spread through society” that have been devel-
oped in book history, Robert Darnton’s model of a “communications circuit”
is of particular interest for the context of the present volume. This circuit
“runs from the author to the publisher [...], the printer, the shipper, the book-
seller, and the reader” and attempts to capture “each phase of this process
and the process as a whole, in all its variations over space and time and in all
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its relations with other systems, economic, social, political, and cultural,
in the surrounding environment.”** As has been stipulated on numerous
occasions, this model would have to be calibrated differently according to the
selectivity, number, balance of power, and interaction between agents
for earlier epochs® and for the present age.' Furthermore, Darnton has also
received criticism for his preferential treatment of the agents and circula-
tion of the book at the expense of the processes associated with publishing.”

Focusing on the impact of the publication process on the creation and
constitution of a work, Jerome McGann has examined a further fundamental
aspect of publishing that has remained widely neglected. Under the head-
line of the “sociology of texts,” McGann has shown in The Textual Condition
that the act of becoming public, of the “socialization” of the text, is neces-
sary for it to transition from manuscript to “work.”*® Ultimately, as Lothar
Miiller has advocated, someone becomes “an author not by composing manu-
scripts, but rather when the work is circulated in print. Indeed, the concept
of authorship has been explicitly bound to being printed at least since
the lexicons of the seventeenth century.”'® This suggests that an author and
awork only emerge in a public, “institutional” framework; or, even further,
that authorship is always accompanied or indeed created by publication.
As such, works are “institutional object[s]” in the widest sense of the term
whose “existence is dependent upon the existence of a practice.”?°

Even when “the role of publishing as an act of mediation”? is often
called upon, publishing’s potency to facilitate and actively shape the product
often remains underappreciated, if not neglected entirely. Michael Bhaskar
has felt compelled to denounce the popular, but misleading conception
of a book as a mere container of its contents: “publishing is active; it is not
a passive matrix through which content passes but a force partially shaping
and inflecting content.”?? This insight is of particular importance for
literature: “If one is to establish a full understanding of the[...] relationship
[between society and literature], publishing must be factored in. In the
creation and dissemination of texts, publishing isn’t just an afterthought.
It co-constitutes texts and books.”?* Like Rachel Malik who laments
that the central role publishing plays in literature has not yet been properly
addressed in literary studies,? Bhaskar comes to the conclusion that:
“Literary theory needs publishing theory.”? This, of course, also applies to
the phenomena that have emerged in the artistic field and that are discussed
in the present volume.

Bhaskar has consequently proposed an ambitious attempt to
theorize publishing where he raises the question “whether there could ever
be unchanging integral parts” and “core activities” of the historically
continuous and consistent but nevertheless changing practice of publishing.
Starting from the fundamental thesis that “publishing is not necessarily
to be equated with books; if anything, it is some kind of activity,” Bhaskar
commences with a discussion of the standard understanding of pub-
lishing as an act of “making public,” which he maintains is “circular” and
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“inadequate” since it depends upon a vague and highly controversial
concept of the public sphere that is, in contrast to other practices (suchas
broadcasting and posting), not specific enough. That’s why he suggests
“limning a working definition of publishing within the boundaries between
public and private is impossible.” In contrast to this, Bhaskar suggests

that in conjunction with the contents, which are a prerequisite for publish-
ing, the practices of filtering and amplification are the core of publishing.
If we take filtering as the traditional gatekeeper function, then amplification
means acting such “that more copies of a work or product are distributed
or consumed”: “Thus, simply leaving a manuscript on a bench is not
amplifying it in the way photocopying and posting it to all your neighbours
is amplifying it.”2¢

This model of publishing is supplemented by two further compo-
nents: “Filtering and amplification occur through frames according to
models.” While the frames capture the “presentational or performative
aspect” (“they don’t just deliver a work but deliver it in a certain way”),
the models encompass the “interplay of causal factors, goals, motivations
and ideological underpinnings [that] shapes and provides the raison d’étre
for content.” Accordingly, Bhaskar concludes that publishers are “not
just producers of books but filters for content and constructors of amplifi-
catory frames.”

Bhaskar’s four-tiered publishing model, in which every element
“elaborately and inseparably intertwines in practice,”” exhibits a certain
proximity to Rachel Malik’s strict praxeological perspective. She defines
publishing as “a set of historical processes and practices—composition,
editing, design and illustration, production, marketing and promotion, and
distribution—and a set of relations with various other institutions—com-
mercial, legal, educational, political, cultural, and, perhaps, above all,
other media.”?® The constellation of these variables that is always unique
constitutes “the various horizons of the publishable which govern what
it is thinkable to publish within a particular historical moment.”** With this
in mind, it has become necessary for further studies to systematically
and historically untangle this set of factors and their relationships to one
another, together with their respective horizons, which is what the present
volume aims to provide as a preliminary dossier in its focus on a specific
practice of publishing.

Publishing as Artistic Practice

Thus, to understand and analyze a practice itself, we are confronted with
fundamentally complex interrelationships—and this is even more
complicated when, as is the case with “publishing as artistic practice,” this
practice is by definition situated at the intersection of two established
Practices, namely, publishing and art.
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This picture becomes even more colorful when we include a further practice
that is closely associated with publishing, namely, the literary practice. This
inclusion is legitimate given that the publishing practice’s configuration,
which abides by certain aesthetic premises, is not restricted to (visual) artists
in the narrow sense of the word. The present volume is more concerned with
opening the discussion beyond the limits of fine arts in order to do justice
to the growing interest in publishing from inside of the literary field as well
as to the growing trend that aims to dissolve the boundaries between
different art forms.*°
Seeing as the basic manifestation of literature is a publication—in
fact, leaving aside oral or performative modes, it is the form of literature’s
existence par excellence—literary authors and literary studies exhibit
amature experience in the matter of publishing. The experimental literary
scene is particularly interesting in this context since it demonstrates a strong
“tendency to conflate writing and publishing.”* This can be clearly seen,
for instance, in post-digital literature since it, according to - Hannes Bajohr
in this volume, owes its existence to a very specific constellation of publish-
ing technologies, dissemination strategies, and textual genre. But this
tendency can also be found in certain forms of Conceptual writing that are
distinguished by “an approach to making language public that is performed
by choreographing a specific intersection of the practices and institutions
of publishing.”*2 Forms of Appropriation literature could also be mentioned,
which —» Hanna Kuusela analyzes in her contribution and which — Aurélie
Noury uses as the basis for her Editions Lorem Ipsum. These can be labeled
as a “kind of writing through publishing.”*
There is yet a further practice that overlaps with publishing that must
be taken into consideration: namely, graphic design, which, according to
— Alexander Starre, is “the missing link between visual art and literature.”
In a united polemic against the practice of industrially mass-producing
printed matter, the graphic design scene has recently made an assertive
claim for the artistic ambitions of their practice and their products.
In surveys of contemporary production, there is often talk of “today’s
unprecedented experimentation with the creation of book design as artistic
objects.”* Although the designers naturally focus more on the book itself,
there are nevertheless increasing attempts to incorporate the newly
emerging design concepts of the (post-)digital age into a comprehensive
analysis of the whole practice and process of publishing. Craig Mod,
for instance, proposes that “we need to start thinking differently about what
books are and how they are produced. [...] we need to reconsider the whole
approach to the process of making a book into the thing it is: the creation,
the consumption, and everything that happens around and in between.”*
As such, “publishing as artistic practice” spans a complex field of
practices marked by countless patterns, interdependencies, and nested
hierarchies—without even drawing the associated practices of economics,
law, politics, etc. into the discussion here. Likewise, the intricate “question
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of whether there is some sort of hierarchy among cultural practices, and
whether and how some cultural practices organize, anchor, or constrain
others”* must also remain unanswered for the time being. In any case, from
a praxeological point of view, it is a formidably complex mélange of practices
that have been grouped together under the aegis of “publishing as artistic
practice” and it is this which the present volume takes as its subject matter.

Somehow Different

Keeping this in mind, we can now pose the real question at hand: In what
sense can publishing be said to be an artistic practice? As— Anne Mceglin-
Delcroix has established in her attempt to formulate an answer to this
question in the present volume, it will not suffice to ascribe this form of
artistic publishing solely to “the social or professional identity of the person
who undertakes this project.” This is because it would only say something
about embedding the protagonists in a certain field and not about the
specific characteristics of the practice itself, which might justify calling it
a decidedly unique artistic practice and /or category of publishing.

At first glance the aforementioned slogan seems as if it wants to
simply widen the abundant variety of forms of artistic expressions and
to establish and shape publishing and making books as an artistic practice
that has its own right to existence in the art world with the potential
corollary of ennobling the publishing practice in turn. But there is another
agenda that often reverberates within the slogan: the implicit conviction

that these artistic forms of publishing—no matter how they are to be defined—

are categorically different from the standard art practice and its framing

conditions, and, further, that they could be liberating and indeed revolution-

ary for such conditions. One often speaks of “publishing as an alternative
artistic practice” in this context. This thought arises in a programmatic form
in — Antoine Lefebvre’s description of his own practice, forinstance, where
he considers himself to be an artist-entrepreneur and purposefully situates

his publishing house—company and artwork at once—between these worlds:

“This practice is alternative, or other, insofar as it represents an
alternative to the usual mode of operation dominating the art world:
it is both an alternative space for art; a new place for it to develop
differently; but also an alternative to the art market as it develops in
the book market.”?

As— Anne Meeglin-Delcroix and — Antoine Lefebvre have shown in their

contributions, the contemporary movement displays a remarkable proximity

to the publishing as artistic practice discourse that developed with the
artist’s book and artist publisher in the 1960s and 70s. Then, artists favored
Fhe book as a medium because, for them, the art industry and market was
inadequate. As such, they searched for alternative spaces and practices

to make art, and this was ossified in slogans such as “The Page as Alternative
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Space.”* Their understanding of themselves as “different” and “alternative”
was echoed in the names they christened their presses with, such as
Something Else Press (Dick Higgins) or Other Books and So (Ulises Carrion),
something which is carried on to this day in the appellation of presses like
Unpublishable Series (UbuWeb), Edizioni Periferia, and Zavod P.A.R.A.S.LT.E.

Nevertheless, we shouldn’t fail to recognize that aspirations and
reality easily drift apart—at least for contemporary presses, just as
- Michalis Pichler demonstrates with the phenomenon he calls seriosity
dummies. These dummies are symptomatic of the corruption of the scene’s
ideals since they can be used to achieve clear profits of distinction and
can accumulate symbolic capital. According to - Michalis Pichler, even the
practice of bookswapping is increasingly infiltrated by the market logic of
capitalism. In any case, one should keep Ulises Carrion in mind, who already
denounced the “total ignorance on the part of the artists of the traditional
book world that, in its 500-year history (I'm talking here about printed books),
has developed with market mechanisms and a celebrity syndrome similar
to those that typically oppress the art world” and who described the “unlim-
ited optimism” that “books would allow artists to liberate themselves
from galleries and art critics” as a great “misunderstanding”: “Iwould like
to ask, what for? To fall into the hands of publishers and book critics!”*

It is not the case that artistic publishing practices are only conceptu-
alized as an alternative to the art world. Sometimes they are also taken
as an explicit alternative to the established models of the publishing world
when, for instance, there is talk of “independent publishing as artistic
practice” or when a small press is defined “as an artistic, political and social
alternative to mainstream publishing.”° The question is not only whether
such a practice can always live up to its promise but also whether the under-
lying binary it establishes can be postulated at all. For, just as there isno
one mainstream (the field of publishing fragments into many diverse models
and categories of publishing that operate on entirely divergent premises,
business models, and forms of organization, as one can see in the differ-
ences between trade and academic publishing as well as the POD industry),
one cannot speak of the small press as the alternative. In fact, even important
artist publishers rely on proven models of the publishing world, which is
what = Anne Moeglin-Delcroix has shown with the examples of Something
Else Press, which acts like a wolf in sheep’s clothing and mimics trade
book publishing, and Coracle Press, which pays service to the rather elitist
tradition of the artisanal private presses. What we can say is truly alternative
here is at best the offbeat, non-mainstream contents or design of the books,
and the ambitions of these small presses; but it is decidedly not the publish-
ing practice or business model as such.

The same could be said about contemporary publishing projects.
Many of those that are conceived as decisively alternative to the “main-
stream”—and which, for instance, forgo ISBNs or being materialized
in print, are distributed solely on the internet, facilitate DIY prints on home
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printers, make use of uncommon printing techniques or design concepts,
exploit POD, follow the self-publishing model, or are created manually—
may at first glance seem to be “alternative” or “new” in comparison to
traditional publishing models but they never result in a fundamentally new
way of publishing. All of these tactics have been or are being explored in
“mainstream” publishing too, which, as we know, is facing radical changes
to the industry and is feverously searching for new ways to subsist. As a
consequence they have demonstrated an imposed willingness to experi-
ment. This has meant that a number of concepts originating in the indepen-
dent scene are being readily incorporated into the “mainstream” at an
ever increasing pace.*

Alternatives to “mainstream” publishing have also been widely
discussed in the experimental literary field. For the most part, this stance
feeds off the experience of marginalization, i.e. off the position of being
virtually forced to be an outsider since experimental, avant-garde literature
finds little acceptance in the literary world. The art world has then offered
a harbor that not a few literati have emigrated to and which, at present,
willingly grants asylum to experimental literature.*? But since literature is
primarily manifested in publications and practically no alternative to
publishing results from this, a long tradition of publishing projects and self-
publishing ventures that a number of protagonists in the contemporary
literary scene identify with*® has become an essentially important back route
in the literary field. This particular legacy that has birthed a wealth of
innovative publishing strategies should also prove useful for the contempo-
rary discussion regarding publishing as artistic practice, which distinguishes
between ventures that prioritize publishing unconventional contents or
ways of writing and those that desire to alter the publishing practice itself,
believing that it is important “to produce a different kind of publishable text
and a different culture of publication [...] from outside the mainstream
as a positive choice.”**

This specificity and otherness of the artistic practice of publishing
should be clarified in the following based on the contributions collected
in this volume and on the phenomena they discuss, since they spotlight
and sketch some of the emerging trends and significance of this practice—
albeit in a necessarily provisional and incomplete manner.

Artistic Autonomy, or: Publishing as Maker Culture

Like in the avant-garde’s book art and the artist’s book movement of the
1960s and 70s (—» Anne Mceglin-Delcroix), the idea of artistic freedom

and autonomy is of prime importance to the contemporary artistic publish-
ing scene. This is concerned less with being independent from institutions,
commerce, and the market than it is with structuring the publishing process
and its framing conditions as well as with expanding the exceptionally
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large artistic spectrum for creative leeway regarding content, design,
material, and printing techniques of the publications—whether they are
low-tech, DIY, hand-pressed prints, bulk print runs, POD products, or digital
publications. The active engagement especially of the visual arts with
regards to the making of books is encouraged, indeed, incited by the fact that
“publishing is and always has been a ‘maker culture’” that looks back on
a “long craft tradition of printers and publishers.” As such, it answers the
“longing for the ‘humanization of digital technologies’” and the “increasing
ennoblement of the thing in art, theory, and everyday life” that, according to
— Hannes Bajohr, are characteristic of the post-digital age and its discourse.
This element of artistic autonomy for every essential aspect of
a publication has become increasingly important in the literary context as
well. Authors are progressively no longer satisfied with simply writing
texts and they no longer consider the design of texts and books as a contin-
gent factor but rather as properties that constitute their work. Contrary to
the traditional conception of a literary work that reduces it to the text—in the
sense of an abstract, linguistic structure—the designing of a text and a
book has become an essential part of the author’s creative activity that is as
valuable as the writing itself. Questions of design are thus no longer held
to be the responsibility of the publisher; rather, they are subjected to one’s own
authorship. The Polish artist Zenon Fajfer and the literary scholar Katarzyna
Bazarnik have created the neologism “liberature” in order to describe this
“literature in the form of a book.” It shifts the emphasis from “litera”
(lat.: letter) to “liber” (lat.: book): “the material book, which can be of any
shape and structure, ceases to be a neutral container for a text, but becomes
an integral component of the literary work.”®
This, of course, is not an exclusively contemporary phenomenon.
There have always been literary authors who have pursued a holistic
“liberatic approach,” such as Laurence Sterne, Rétif de la Bretonne, William
Blake, Raymond Queneau, William H. Gass, B.S. Johnson, and Raymond
Federman. This “type ofliterary artist, who transgresses the border between
writing and designing” can no longer be embedded only in the category
of experimental authors. As— Alexander Starre illustrates in his contribution,
they can increasingly be found even in “mainstream” trade publishing. The
books of Mark Z. Danielewski, who tells his stories not only in a book but
with the book, for instance, are the “collaborative product of a ‘bibliographic
[i.e.: liberatic] author’¥” and a design-oriented trade book publisher.”

Reproduction as Production, or:
Writing Books Rather Than Just Texts

But there are other authors who go a step further. Not content with the
expansion of artistic freedom in designing texts and books, they strive to
revise the entire publishing process, including all of its agents and
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responsibilities. In this spirit, the book artist and author Ulises Carrion
already defined “the new art of making books” in 1975:
“In the old art the writer judges himself as being not responsible for
the real book. He writes the text. The rest is done by the servants,
the artisans, the workers, the others.
[..] In the new art the writer assumes the responsibility for the whole
process.”®
The notion of “taking over the responsibility for” is symptomatic of this
debate. Based on this idea, Nick Thurston has developed a new publishing
model that he understands as having been realized to some extent in
Conceptual writing since the concern there is never just with the text. Rather,
“the ‘author’ take[s] responsibility for the full object-status of the repro-
duced cultural object.” In this context, Thurston holds the publisher
to be responsible for enabling “a certain kind of unconventional but highly-
literate writer to write books rather than just texts.”*
Echoing Ulises Carrion’s almost identical dictum from 1975 that
“In the old art the writer writes texts./In the new art the writer makes
books,”® Thurston’s slogan, which, according to— Antoine Lefebvre, had
already been shaped by Stéphane Mallarmé,® fundamentally contradicts
the traditional conception of literary work as well as the traditional yet
still powerful paradigm regarding the division of labor in the field of publish-
ing, which Roger Chartier has famously formulated as such: “authors do
not write books; they write texts that become material objects.”* The long-
established “industry model” of publishing that -~ Nick T hurston illustrates
with the formula “production-then-reproduction”** is based upon this
strict division of authorial text production and the publisher’s subsequent
production of the books. Whereas the text production phase has positive
connotations arising from the emphasis on the creativity and originality
of the author in the commonplace understanding, the following phase
of manufacturing and publishing books is viewed as a purely mechanical
reproduction of a given text in which others take over and “nothing essen-
tial” is added to the work.>
An alternative model that is currently being investigated with great
enthusiasm by the experimental literary scene can be said to follow — Nick
Thurston’s corresponding formula “reproduction-as-production.” Here,
the attempt is to break up the logic of production and reproduction that was
outlined above; or, to even reverse it by “re-conceptualiz[ing] reproduction
as a form of production” and by increasing its value “as a creative act” equal
to writing so that it loses its subsequent, secondary character. Thisisin
accordance with Rachel Malik’s plea to move away from the sharp distinc-
tion between production and reproduction and to no longer privilege the
writing process but to see it as one process amongst many in publishing:
“Writing is not opposed to publishing: composition is one of its processe
Furthermore, shifting the logic from “production-then-reproduction”
to “reproduction-as-production” not only inverts the order, it also changes

”»
s.”56

i

1

1

E
&




Annette Gilbert

20

the temporality. The two processes are no longer se“que.r%ced asd staii? iut are
collapsed into a simultaneous process: these days, “writing and publishing
are [often] the same action,” as— Nick’ Thurston states. ‘
“Reproduction-as-production” would t}.u?n sugge‘st a practl,ce of
publishing that admits that “the artwork only legitimately ‘becomes whatfver
itis as an artwork in its being reproduced and having a reproduced form.”s’
This would mean that authors “implicate the processes of reproduction
in the conscious processes of artistic production (a.k.a. composition)”% and
that the authorial responsibility is for the entire process and result.

Publishing as Site-Specific Gesture
and Critical Intervention

On this basis, Nick Thurston has developed “an approach to writing by
which someone composes or choreographs how the practices and institu-
tions at the intersection will affectively inter-relate. This would involve
nominating the resultant text plus its contexts of production, distribution
and reception as altogether the stuff to be read.”s®
This approach has been implemented for instance in Thurston’s
recent work Of the Subcontract. O, Principles of Poetic Right (2013), which
is discussed by him and —» Hanna Kuusela in their contributions. The poems
in that book were all written by ghostwriters contracted through Amazon’s
subsidiary Mechanical Turk (AMT). Every poem is accompanied by
information regarding the number of minutes the unnamed contracted
laborer invested in the poem as well as what Thurston paid for it—anywhere
between 1 cent and 1 dollar. As such, the extraordinarily topical socio-
economic dimensions of outsourcing, i.e. the precarious post-industrial work
and production conditions in general, become a central theme of the
book and are then given a trial run in the field of poetry, which is typically
seen as being the most authentic genre and the least corrupted or furthest
away from the concerns of the market—yet, following Ulises Carrién
(see above) and Vanessa Place,® this view is erroneous. Of the Subcontract
thus presentsitselfas a space where literary, publishing, and curatorial
practices come into contact with the discourses and institutions from the
economic, social, political, and ethjcal realms. The publication is then
“amaterial representation of the textual and contextual processes that were
choreographed to intersect [...] in specific editions, at specific times, each
projected into a specific historico-socio-cultural miliey.”s!

Thurston considers this form of conscious positioning of the inter-
secting practices and institutions of publishing as a “site-specific gesture,”
or, as a “site-specific intervention,”s Whereas the exhibition, gallery,
and museum were regarded—mostly from an institutionally critical perspec-
tive—as the “site” in the site-specific art of the 1970s, it is the publication
that needs to be established and critically investigated as the “site” in
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the literary field,** which is what Fritz Balthaus has stipulated with his
intervention in Brian O’Doherty’s collection of texts Inside the White Cube

(~ Annette Gilbert) as being long overdue.

accredited to every post-digital work “that takes as its topic the structural,
socioeconomic, and material conditions of its production.” In his contribu-
tion, » Hannes Bajohr classifies such works as “factographic.” However,

the focal point here is not only the precarious working conditions of today’s
artistic production, which Holly Melgard, for instance, has addressed

:n her Reimbur$ement (2013): “often Ifind myself paying to work rather than
being
that have been subject to criticism, as —» Hannes Bajohr and - Annette
Gilbert have shown in their contributions. In the works of Silvio Lorusso

which has been praised as a refuge for freedom and democracy, have
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This site-specific and (institutional) critical impetus can also be

paid for work.”®* It is also the many shortcomings of the POD system

and Jean Keller, for instance, both the POD and the exaltation of this system,

been demystified. Lorusso’s and Keller’s works suggest that in the gerieral
enthusiasm for the virtually unlimited artistic freedom in the field of POD
publishing it shouldn’t be forgotten thateven a predominantly autonomous
author or self-publisher is imposed by boundaries that are determined

by the medium, material, technology, economic relations of production, and
institutional and legal regulations.

Elisabeth Tonnard and Klaus Scheriibel, for instance, have made
these institutional conditions and dependencies on the publishing system the
subject of their publishing projects: Tonnard’s The Invisible Book (2012)
is a book that was never written or printed but it can still be purchased and
is considered to be “produced” or “published”; and Scheriibel’s Mallarmé.
The Book (2000-), which consists solely of a cover and a Styrofoam block,
can be found in libraries and bookstores, since it is furnished with an ISBN
and has been fed into the institutional and book trade distribution. Elisabeth
Tonnard and Klaus Scheriibel focus their entire efforts on the framing

conditions of publishing and demonstrate that it is entirely feasible to bring
an invisible or blank “book” into economic and institutional circulation
solong as it has been institutionally “3ccredited.” In this way, according to
— Annette Gilbert, they reveal the “externalities” of the publication process
and the powers that bring the publications into existence, which normally

remain invisible.

Pul?lishing as an Act of Creation, or:
Writing through Publishing

- Aurélie Noury, who has not “written” a single book for her Editions Lorem
Ipsum, also relies on the productive powers of the publishing process that
are integral to the work. As the provocative title of her contribution to

this volume proclaims, she searches for those rare cases in fiction that deal
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with fictitious writers and their works, which, in turn, are described in such
great detail in the fictional text that, for all intents and purposes, they
already existin completion and are virtually ready to go to print. Aurélie
Noury disconnects these texts that have hitherto lacked independence

from their respective narrative contexts and re-publishes them as separate,
autonomous volumes authored by the fictitious writer. Editions Lorem
Ipsum’s books celebrate “publishing as an act of creation” (— Aurélie Noury),
thereby taking the formula “reproduction-as-production” very seriously.

The publishing strategy of many of the works that » Hannes Bajohr
discusses in his contribution on post-digital literature is similar to this
but so too are the web-to-print projects that Paul Soulellis assembles in his
Library of the Printed Web (2013-). The publications presented there are
grouped under the heading “search, compile, publish” and are also based
on foreign, i.e. found, material. Using diverse artistic strategies (Soulellis
makes a distinction between grabbing, hunting, scraping, and performing),
the artist /author collects found material from the web, generates, searches,
organizes, designs, and finally publishes it in print.

In light of this, the formula “reproduction-as-production” gains a
further shading. Up until now it has only been used to describe an inclusion
of the amplification and publishing (“reproduction”) phases in the author’s
creative process (“production”). Now, however, the formula can also refer
to the publication’s fabrication phase of content (“production”), which
is turned on its head by the projects described here since the published
contents are no longer originally created (“production”) but are taken from
available sources and copied (“reproduction”). Copying and reproducing
found materials, then, could be perceived as a widely accepted method
of creative production that would align with the formula “reproduction-as-
production.” The tendency to supplement or even replace the writing of
new, original texts, which has dominated the core of creativity and literary
production to this date, with other activities (such as copying, appropriating,
compiling, downloading, remixing, crowdsourcing, and the programming
of algorithms) that are principally of the same value has been recently turned
into a slogan by Kenneth Goldsmith: “The future of writing is not writing.”**
One very productive form of “not writing,” and the projects discussed above
attest to this, is publishing. With Nick Thurston, one could speak of “a kind
of writing through publishing.”®®

Editorial and Curatorial Practices

The aforementioned tendency to work with found materials is closely related
to the increasing convergence between publishing and curatorial practices,
which has been documented as a further trend in the context of publishing
as artistic practice by —Anna-Sophie Springer and - Hanna Kuusela in

their contributions. That the “curatorial ethos” has found its way into the
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publishing practice should be no surprise since curating has taken over

in almost all realms of life (from fashion and collections to magazines and
online platforms). Dorothea von Hantelmann speaks of “the curatorial
paradigm” that shapes our post-industrial and post-material consumer
society: “the skill—or, if you will, the ‘art’—of choosing has become a
cultural practice in its own right.”®” The core of curation is this very art of
selecting, which includes its capability of ascribing meaning to the selection.

If the curatorial practice was previously at home in the exhibition
business of museums and galleries, and has in the meantime ascended
to its own artistic activity in those fields, it can now also be found in “the
‘paginated’ realm of reproductions—the world of books and libraries.”
~ Anna-Sophie Springer demonstrates this kind of “curatorial space” in her
contribution about books on birds: “for those asking how publishing and
the curatorial relate and intersect, natural history books openup unique path-
ways beyond art history.”

In the literary field one can also discern that an increasing number of
agents understand their literary or editorial practice as curatorial and /or
label them as such. In one of his most recent aphorisms, Kenneth Goldsmith
thus postulates that “Choice is authorship. Legitimate authorship.”®® This
is seconded in the “blurb” to his Theory, which is not arbitrarily organized as
aloose-leaf collection, where it is stated that it is “curated by the author-poet.”®

One can take a critical stance to this current fashion. Nevertheless,
it is unmistakable that the curatorial practice and the publishing practice,
especially the editorial practice, do indeed have a large overlap: processes of
selection, organizing, arranging, putting into relationship, and presentation
of materials represent the core of curation as well as publishing, i.e. editing.”
As previously mentioned, Michael Bhaskar also counts filtering as being

one of the four basic components of publishing practice and affirms that
“curation competencies lie within the ambit of publishing speciality,”
whereby the very recent influence of curating has set a new tone: “Filtering
is slowly shifting from a selection emphasis to a curation emphasis.” The
difference between them, however, is that curation “is less about commis-
sioning, more about combining; less about origination and binary choice
deliberations, more about arrangement and patterning.” It could be that the
key to the future of publishing lies within the curatorial approach: “Part of
why curation is so valuable to the future of publishing is that almost by

definition it cannot be totally mechanized. [...] Yet curation isn’t just about
efficiency; it’s also about personal taste, an individual’s style and judgment.
Curation has value precisely because of its fuzziness, its ability to surprise
with a flash of insight.””*

In contrast to this, » Hanna Kuusela takes a critical view on the
emergence of curatorial practice in the literary field since it strengthens the
culture of (self-)promotion. In their drive for recognition and authorship,
the literary curators—in contrast to the traditionally rather withdrawn
understanding of a publisher or editor’s role—“not only make public others’




Annette Gilbert

24

texts but also seek [visibility and] publicity for their own practices, and thus
accumulate and create cultural capital for themselves.” This can be seen
particularly in the appropriating and participatory forms of literature that are
based on the use of foreign texts. Originality is not proclaimed for the
published contents but rather for the idea of the project and the collation,
frame and presentation of the foreign contents. » Hanna Kuusela fears that
this profiling of the publisher or editor as a curator threatens to be at the
expense of authors whose texts—whether they consent or not—are used in
the curator’s project: “the praxis of curating is also, or above all, an act

of reterritorialization, i.e., an act of designing a new power.” This is shown
in Nick Thurston’s Of the Subcontract, which, according to— Hanna Kuusela,
critically reveals “how the relationship between the (multiple) producers

of the text and the (individual) literary curator” can take on ethically
dubious and exploitative traits “when taken to the extreme,” but it cannot
escape the dilemma that “[p]oets and professors can point to this change,
but so far, have not been able to move beyond it.” 72

Publishing and the Public Sphere, or:
Publishing as a Political Issue

In a very programmatic text that is often invoked in the publishing as artistic
practice discourse, Matthew Stadler, a co-founder of Publication Studio,
refers to the publication of a text as “a political act [...], which creates a
political space called public space.””® The established connection between
politics, the public sphere, and publishing is not a matter of chance. From
amedia history perspective, the concept of the modern public sphere is in
fact strongly related to the practice of publishing since it was print that led to
the “invention” of the modern public sphere. A new “media constellation”
resulted from the printing press, and subsequently writing had two different
media to choose from: “this alternative enabled and forced a functional
differentiation, in the course of which both the manuscript as well as print
took on new cultural and textual tasks.” Since then, the connotation of
handwriting is usually associated with the private sphere and something that
has remained unfinished and the printed text is associated with the public
sphere and something that has been brought to completion. Printing grants
atext “a higher quality and dignity” and because of the enlarged public
sphere that it reaches, it also has a larger political “‘explosive power.”” It can
be said, then, that “the printed word” has become “the core of the modern
public sphere.”7

This is the reason why publishing quickly becomes a political issue.
But it also explains why any restriction on this public sphere receives a highly
sensitive reaction: “Books need to circulate to have an impact by being read.
[...] Owning a book is fine but it still needs to be accessible” (= Eva Weinmayr).
As such, the diverse “ways to suppress the publishing of, the access to, or the
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distribution of texts and books” are closely followed by the arts and literature
and, as — Eva Weinmayr documents, any form of suppression arouses
opposition and “creative subversion” by the activists in the scene. Thus, con-
temporary artistic interventions are clearly rooted in the tradition of counter-
culture that ranges from the Whole Earth Catalog, the Revolting Librarians,
and the “sozialisierter Druck” (pirate edition) of the student movement.
Focusing on samizdat, — Valentina Parisi considers it to be a similar kind of
self-publishing practice to those in the counterculture tradition.

In the contemporary “age of access” ¢ it is no longer the censors
or the ideologically prejudiced acquisition and cataloging policies of librar-
ies but rather the copyright restrictions, the market power of individual
companies and the regulation of access that the activists amongst the artists
and poets protest. In this context, —» Hanna Kuusela and - Alessandro
Ludovico are reminded of Aaron Swartz, whose “brave act of freeing the
copyrighted academic knowledge of JSTOR” has been reflected upon
in numerous art projects. As a further example, = Eva Weinmayr takes on
Alessandro Ludovico’s own hacker project Amazon Noir - The Big Book Crime
that was realized with UBERMORGEN.COM and Paolo Cirio, which utilizes
the “look inside” function of Amazon to acquire complete books from the
online seller’s website by using a “robot-perversion-technology” and to then
distribute them across a variety of channels. = Nick Thurston expresses his
anxiety about the contemporary surveillance technologies, which practically
disintegrate the difference between writing on a computer and making
something public since everything can immediately be edited and read by
others without the writer ever knowing the better. It is not a stretch, then,
to make the prognosis that the problems of availability, access, and control will
remain dominating themes in society and in the artistic publishing scene
in the coming years.

Publishing as Creating a Public and/or
Forming a Community

Although the “printed word” has become “the core of the modern public
sphere””” and some form of the public sphere is already included in printing
due to the nature of the medium, the concept of the public sphere remains
highly problematic in its connection to publishing. On the one hand, the
public sphere in general is “a remarkably flabby historical concept”7® that is,
in addition to this, normatively charged as a concept of democratic theory.
On the other hand, there is no consensus as to whether this is even a sensible
criteria for defining publishing. Nor has it been definitively decided as
towhat “to make /to be public” should mean in this context: Is the principal
notion of the public sphere that is associated with publishing decisive or
does it merely depend on the actual number of copies printed? Is it crucial
that the publication is in principle accessible to everyone or just that it,
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in some form, circulates? “[O]r is it epistemological, the state of being
known, or even being known to have been published?”” Whether the public
sphere that the publication is intended for already exists or whether the
publication creates it is another question that could be raised.

In the discourse surrounding publishing as artistic practice, the
tendency has been to adopt the latter position, or at least to make an explicit
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