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Abstract 

 

I was there (vol. I and II) is a set of two limited-edition artist books that portrays and tells 

the life stories of Kevin and Esta, two unrelated older individuals who live close to my 

home. I was there translates my conversations with them into a material form through an 

unconventional combination of text, image, the blank space of the page, and the book 

structure itself. The tasks involved in the production of the artist books expanded to include 

photography, audio and video recordings, transcription, designing, printing and publishing.  

Accompanying the artworks, this exegesis reflects a critical exploration of issues 

surrounding the notions of language, storytelling, portraiture and representation, and 

unpacks ideas that concern and respond to a wider ongoing conversation found in the 

literature. In particular, the research responds to and draws upon Mexican artist Ulises 

Carrión‘s definition of the artist book; Italian microhistorian Carlo Ginzburg‘s theory of 

signs; American literature professor Walter Ong‘s ideas on the impact of the invention of 

writing; and the work of German philosopher Benjamin Walter and French literary theorist 

Roland Barthes. Within this framework, the research outcome demonstrates an original way 

of communicating life stories and proposes the artist book as an alternative space for 

documentary work. 
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Introduction  

In his manifesto ―The New Art of Making Books‖,
1
 Mexican writer and artist book–maker 

Ulises Carrión suggests that a book is a medium
2
 and not just a container of information. 

Following on from this comment, this research investigates the book format; specifically, it 

aims to develop a new vocabulary, set of tools, and alternative models of documenting life 

stories. In this exegesis, I describe some of the limitations found during the process of 

portraying and documenting other people‘s stories in my previous work. Such limitations 

became a premise for the current investigation. Therefore, the main question driving this 

research that I address through my studio practice is as follows: 

Can the artist book allow me to move away from conventional documentary practice 

strategies to engage with new vocabulary in order to transform information differently?
3
 

The resultant artwork is a self-published publication titled I was there, which is a set of two 

artist books that tell the life stories of Kevin and Esta,
4
 two older individuals whom I have 

visited regularly for more than two years. The methods I draw on for this research are 

varied; my enquiry has led me to integrate different techniques and tools that come from 

very diverse disciplines across the social sciences and the arts. I have applied methods 

commonly used by ethnographers and anthropologists such as participant observation and 

photo-elicitation. I have been influenced by Italian microhistorian Carlo Ginzburg‘s theory 

of signs, specifically in the collection and interpretation of data. In the studio, I have 

applied methods used by poets, writers and artists working in the book format. Through this 

process, I aim to use the book as a device that may allow me to reduce information and to 

expand emotion in the telling of Kevin‘s and Esta‘s stories.  

                                                             
1 Ulises Carrión, ―The New Art of Making Books,‖ Kontexts (1975): no. 6–7. 
2 By medium, I mean a vehicle to convey or communicate. 
3 I am aware of documentary practitioners engaging with alternative forms, such as performance, video work and 

installation. Such practices sit within the emerging field of ‗expanded documentary‘. However, due to the scope of the 

research, I decided early on to focus exclusively on the relation between photography and text in the book format. 
4 Kevin and Esta do not know each other; however, they both live in Brisbane close to my home. I met Kevin in 2015 

through his wife Elly, whom I met at a local seniors centre where I used to volunteer and who was one of the participants 

of my previous book project Memorandum. Unfortunately, due to health issues, Elly had to move into an aged-care 

facility in 2016. I started visiting Kevin before this research started and soon invited him to be part of it, which he happily 
agreed to. At the time of writing, Kevin is eighty-four years old. He is very gentle and a great listener and we have 

become good friends. I met Esta in 2016 at a seniors centre during an event that I photographed for a non-profit 

organisation called Council for the Ageing. At the time of writing, Esta is ninety-four years old; she is a very lovely, 

clever, wise and sensitive woman, and a great storyteller. Naturally, we have become very close. 
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Following a transdisciplinary methodology, the research has developed an alternative and 

unique approach to oral history, photo-documentary practice, and visual poetry that 

positions my practice across different fields. It has become evident that my work has been 

informed by and can contribute to different areas of knowledge. However, this exegesis is 

not trying to claim the project‘s contributions, but to position my work in the field(s) of 

practice and, primarily, to explain in deep detail my studio discoveries.  

Unlike most dissertations, this exegesis does not present a separate literature review and 

practitioner‘s analysis; instead, these are integrated throughout the entire document. It is 

important to mention that I am aware that my work could contribute to the current 

representation of the ageing population in art practice. However, the main aim of this 

research is not necessarily about creating a positive stereotype of the older population (even 

if it might create this anyway). For this reason and because the scope is not great enough, 

this exegesis does not include a literature review around stigma and ageing. 

Chapter 1 of this exegesis identifies that relevant information can become lost in the 

process of transcribing oral communication into text. I examine a series of theories and 

ideas that may help to explain this more accurately and that position my findings in a wider 

discussion. I introduce my practice and explain how my studio research has investigated 

whether the implicit characteristics of the spoken language can be translated on the page 

through a conscious use of the book‘s devices. Also in this chapter, I introduce and analyse 

a series of works exemplifying some of the concepts presented, such as that of French poet 

Stéphane Mallarmé and Irish writer Laurence Sterne.  

Chapter 2 describes specific situations where photography alone was not enough for 

conveying certain concepts of Kevin‘s and Esta‘s stories. It describes the limitations of 

other forms, such as video and still photography, and argues that the book creates an 

alternative space for my documentary work. This chapter positions my research within the 

framework of ‗relation ethics‘ and it unpacks my concerns about my responsibility of 

representation and specifically, how these concerns have framed and defined my research 

methods and the aesthetics of the artworks.  
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In Chapters 1 and 2, I loosely introduce the devices employed in I was there such as the 

fold, the blank space of the page, typographical devices, the turning page, the cut-out 

window and the combination of text and image. Chapter 3 enlists and analyses these 

devices individually and it responds to Carrión‘s definition of the artist book by arguing 

that in I was there, the content is inseparable from both, the form and from the action of 

reading. Furthermore, in Chapter 3, I suggest that the significance of the work is not in the 

outcome itself but in the methods I have developed through the research, which allowed me 

to create a new set of tools that aligned with the project‘s purposes.  

So far, I have presented a brief description of the content and the structure of this exegesis. 

In the following parts of the introduction, I analyse my previous work to explain the early 

beginnings of this study as well as to present a description of what I mean by the term 

‗artist book‘ in this paper. 

 

 

Analysis of Previous Work 

Since moving from Mexico to live in Australia in 2010, I have been producing different photo 

documentary projects formed by combining photographic portraits of older Australians and 

short biographies, which I write based on informal conversations that I have with the 

participants. Usually, such projects have been exhibited on gallery walls as framed 

photographs and written captions, which is a very common way to exhibit photographic work. 

However, in 2015, I began to experiment with the book format as I was the recipient of the 

SLQ Siganto Foundation Artist Book Fellowship, the outcome of which was an artist book 

called Memorandum (figure 1). 

 



4 
 

In many ways, I consider that Memorandum was the beginning of my current investigation.
 5

 

Firstly, it was my first serious approach to the artist book. Secondly, I began to look at it as a 

medium that allowed me to combine my photographic and oral history practices. And thirdly, 

it was through the process of making Memorandum that I started to treat the physical structure 

of the book as a communication device. For example, through the process, I explored the 

combination text and image, the concept of time and sequencing, and the idea of using the 

blank space of the page as content.
6
 

 

           Figure 1: Ana Paula Estrada: Memorandum 2016, book spread 

 

One of the challenges that I faced while producing Memorandum was translating oral 

communication into text. For example, during a meeting with one of the participants named 

William, we talked about his mother dying on the day that he and his twin brother were born. 

                                                             
5 Memorandum is a book I self-published in 2016. It uses photography, oral history, and archival material to recount the 

life stories of six participants. The book has been exhibited nationally and internationally, and it was acquired by the 
Australian Library of Art and the National Library of Australia as well as other collections. It was an edition of two 

hundred copies.   
6 By ‗blank space as content‘, I am referring to white space that has a function. This is further illustrated in Chapter 1.  
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Due to the amount of emotions that William was experiencing, it took us several meetings to 

finalise that passage of his life. In the published book, that fragment of the story looked like 

this: 

I have a twin brother, James. My mother died when we were born and my 

father disappeared, so we were adopted immediately by our grandparents.  

This transcript only represents the words that William said aloud, and does not convey the 

emotions that arose when he remembered and talked about his mother. Reflecting on this, 

even though I can confidently say that some of the book devices and aesthetic solutions 

applied in Memorandum were successful, I consider that the treatment applied to text was 

limited and in some way ‗unfaithful‘ to the meaning and emotions shown by the 

participants during our conversations. ‗Solving‘ this problem became one of the premises 

for I was there. 

 

The Book as a Medium  

I began this research hesitating to write about the definition of an artist book because I was 

not interested in ‗labelling‘ my work as one thing or another. However, during the course of 

this project, Memorandum was disqualified from being entered into two artist books contests 

because it was produced in a large edition and through a commercial printing facility.
7
 Given 

this, I reconsidered my position about joining the field‘s ongoing debate regarding how an 

artist book is defined. Through my research, I put forward the claim that a book could be 

considered an artwork when it uses the structural features of the book to convey meaning, 

despite its mode of production and edition. There are three main arguments found in the 

literature that support this position: Ulises Carrión defines the book as a medium and not just 

a container, bag or bearer of words;
8
 artist and theorist Ferreira Gullar shares Carrión‘s idea 

by suggesting that the artist book is a new book in which the form, the structure, and the 

                                                             
7 I find it hard to believe that these days it is still being discussed if a commercially produced book can be considered an 
artist's book, since the artist book has always been always characterised by its democratic nature—especially after the 

emergence and influence of American artist Ed Ruscha‘s work in the 1960s. However, this issue clearly indicates that the 

field is still emerging. 
8 Carrión, ―The New Art of Making Books.‖ 
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turning page are essential elements for its constitution and materialization;
9
 and artist and 

researcher Tim Mosely defines the artist book as an ―artwork realised through the book—

through a point of insoluble tension between gathering through dispersion‖.
10

 To illustrate his 

definition, Mosely presents Ron King‘s book Turn Over Darling (1990) (figure 2 and 3), 

which consists of six embossed images of nude bodies that change position when turning the 

page. Mosely suggests that ―outside of the book, these are simply six embossed images of 

reclining nudes [but] in the book, the figure literally turns over […]‖.
11

 

Along a similar line, I argue that an artist book is a medium that is distinguished from 

conventional books by the way it requires its physical structure for conveying meaning. 

Through this research, I demonstrate that the physical characteristics of the book are 

required for communicating certain ideas in the telling of Kevin‘s and Esta‘s stories; 

therefore, the content (text and images) lose their meaning outside that form. This will be 

further explained in the following chapters of the exegesis. 

 

  

 

Figure 2 and 3: Ron King: Turn Over Darling 1990, book spreads 

 

 
                                                             
9 Ferreira Gullar, Experiencia Neoconcreta (Brazil: Consacnaify, 2007), 122. The text was first conceived by the author in 

the 1950s during the neoconcrete movement. 
10 Timothy Mosely, ―The Haptic Touch of Books by Artists‖ (PhD thesis, Queensland College of Art, Griffith University, 

Brisbane, 2014). In his doctoral exegesis, Tim Mosely comments that his working definition of an ‗artist book‘ draws 

upon Germano Celant and Jacques Derrida. 
11 Ibid., 12. 
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Chapter 1: Text on the Page 

This chapter outlines the complexities involved in the translation of oral histories into text. 

I introduce a series of theoretical concepts developed by Carlo Ginzburg, American 

literature professor Walter Ong, and German philosopher Walter Benjamin to argue that 

relevant information may be lost in the process of writing oral speech. I engage the work of 

French poet Stéphane Mallarmé and Irish author Laurence Sterne to demonstrate that visual 

devices used in the book can contribute meaningfully to the representation of certain 

characteristics of the spoken language on the page. In this chapter, I describe in detail my 

theoretical and practical methods and explain how by having been influenced by 

Ginzburg‘s theory of signs and by visual poetry, I have used my studio research to develop 

strategies and devices aiming to find solutions to specific identified issues faced during the 

process of writing Kevin‘s and Esta‘s life stories.
12

  

 

1.1 Translation is Transformation 

In this section, I discuss the views of Ginzburg, Ong, and Benjamin to argue that intrinsic 

to a good translation is the interpretation of the meaning of the expression and the context. 

Through my research, I have confirmed that the spoken language is formed by more than 

just the words that are said aloud; for example, emotion, intention, gesture, tone, rhythm 

and silence.  

In his book Orality and Literacy, Ong says that  ―Human beings communicate in countless 

ways, making use of all their senses, touch, taste, smell, and especially sight, as well as 

hearing […] Some non-oral communication is exceedingly rich—gesture, for example.‖
13

 

According to him, the differences between the spoken and the written language are vast. He 

suggests that oral speech is natural, flexible and dynamic, arguing that ―the spoken words 

                                                             
12 These issues will be discussed in detail further in this chapter. 
13 Walter J. Ong, Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (London: Methuen, 1982), 6. 
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never occur alone‖ as they are addressed only by a real living person with a certain tone, 

within a certain time and context. By contrast, he suggests, writing isolates the word from 

the living present and the context, ―yet words are alone in a text‖.
14

 

The enquiry that emerged at the beginning of this study was concerned with the issue of 

information becoming lost in translation.  Ginzburg states that writing removes all human 

expression from the word, and that with its invention, ―the elements related to voice and 

gesture were discarded as redundant‖.
15

 Writing and printing separate the story from the 

teller and, in that process, meaning, intention, and other relevant characteristics are stripped 

away.  

 

I have met with Kevin and Esta very often since beginning this research in February 2017.  

When I go to visit them at their homes, we normally sit down and talk—mainly about their 

lives, but very often also about other topics, such as religion, books, politics and even my 

personal life. I always record our conversations; sometimes, I make photographs and videos 

of them or of their personal spaces. During my conversations with Kevin and Esta, non-

verbal information has often caught my attention. For example, the fact that Kevin 

remained silent for long periods when he talked about his mother, or that Esta sighed and 

made strange gestures when she described her wedding day. I usually make notes about 

these observations and analyse them later when transcribing the conversations by asking the 

following questions:  

 

1. What do these signs mean?  

2. How relevant is it to include them in the story?  

3. And most importantly, are these signs translatable? And if so, how can I translate them 

onto the page? 

In his essay The Task of the Translator, Walter Benjamin suggests that good translation does 

not translate word by word, but the content as a whole.
16

 He asks if the translator of poetry 

                                                             
14 Ibid., 99. 
15 Carlo Ginzburg ―Morelli, Freud and Sherlock Holmes: Clues and Scientific Method,‖ trans. Anna Davin, History 

Workshop no. 9 (Spring 1980): 16. 
16 Walter Benjamin, The Task of the Translator, Selected Writings Volume 1 1913-1926, ed. Marcus Bullock and Michael 

W. Jennings (Cambridge, MA, and London: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1996), 253–63. 
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must also be a poet. What I understand from this statement is that one might need to 

comprehend the intention of the language used and its context in order to translate the content. 

The complexity inherent in translating oral speech into text is that although information 

communicated through gesture is received and understood through our senses, it may not be 

reducible to words. If it is true that one must be a poet to translate poetry, then what are the 

skills and tools required in order to translate oral histories into text? In his well-known and 

controversial essay ―Morelli, Freud and Sherlock Holmes: Clues and Scientific Methods‖, 

Ginzburg states: 

It's a matter of kinds of knowledge which tend to be unspoken, whose rules 

[…] do not easily lend themselves to being formally articulated or even spoken 

aloud. […] With this kind of knowledge there are factors in play which cannot 

be measured: a whiff, a lance, an intuition.
17

 

 

Here, Ginzburg refers to the type of tacit knowledge that a mother uses to identify when her 

child is getting sick, or a connoisseur uses to distinguish one painter from another. Such 

knowledge can only be acquired from experience. Through my many years of listening to 

and documenting the stories of older people, I have learnt to listen and to observe deeply, as 

well as to interpret non-verbal information, although trying to represent these 

interpretations in my work is a recent development. Thus, a substantial part of this research 

is to understand if it is possible to validate my intuition and interpretation as important 

techniques to represent and document my ways of seeing and understanding. I adopt a 

method of study in which I, the researcher, act as a translator, and in which interaction, 

involvement, and subjective observation are necessary and valid procedures. In the studio, I 

respond to Ginzburg‘s theoretical model for the construction of knowledge in which 

informal information could be considered the key to a deeper reality; my methods are 

influenced by his theory of signs which suggests that a historian should observe, identify, 

and interpret details that are commonly thought of as ‗irrelevant‘.  

Both Ong and Benjamin suggest that translation is transformation, a concept that my 

research draws upon to explain how data is interpreted and transformed into artworks. 

                                                             
17 Ginzburg, Morelli, Freud and Sherlock Holmes: Clues and Scientific Method, 28. 
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Such transformation happens in the studio through applying a mix of aesthetic solutions 

and visual devices. In the following section, I explain in detail the process of transforming 

the gathered data. 

 

1.2 The Space on the Page 

 

In this section, I argue that the blank space of the page can be used as content. I present the 

work of poets who have investigated the relation and different combinations available 

between text and the blank space of the page. For example, in his poem r-p-o-p-h-e-s-s-a-g-

r (untitled No. 276) (1968), American poet E. E. Cumming experiments with typographical 

devices. Writing on Cummings‘s work, Ong states: 

white space is so integral to Cummings‘s poem [untitled No. 276] 

that it is utterly impossible to read the poem aloud. The sounds cued 

in by the letters have to be present in the imagination but their 

presence is not simply auditory: it interacts with the visually and 

kinesthetically perceived space around them.
18

 

According to Ong, by looking at these typographical manipulations, the reader needs to fill 

in the empty gaps by imagining sounds. Does this mean that the space activates a relation 

between spoken and written language? In ―The New Art of Making Books‖, Carrión 

argues that poetry is to be read aloud, but when it is written and printed, it gains ―a spatial 

reality that the so loudly lamented sung and spoken poetries lacked‖.
19

  

Bolivian-born German Eugene Gomringer‘s concrete poem Silence (1950) represents this 

spatial reality very clearly; the poem is a visual exploration between content, absence, and 

meaning.  

 

                                                             
18 Walter J. Ong, Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (London: Methuen, 1982), 126. 
19 Carrión, ―The New Art of Making Books.‖ 



11 
 

 

Figure 4: Eugene Gomringer,The Book of Hours and Constellations, 1968 

 

Unquestionably, the work of French poet Stéphane Mallarmé is another significant 

example of this exploration. His prominent work Un Coup de Dés Jamais N'Abolira Le 

Hasard (A throw of the dice will never abolish chance) (1897) has been subject to careful 

investigation in the field. Johanna Drucker, an internationally renowned visual theorist and 

artist, states that ―the presentation of [Un Coup de Dés] makes spatial relations meaningful 

and uses spatial relations to produce meaning‖.
20

 The poem runs across the space of eleven 

pages, using different sizes of roman and italic types and offering the reader several 

reading ‗paths‘. A vital feature of Un Coup de Dés is its peculiar use of white space and its 

visual representation of silence through thoughtful arrangements of different elements on 

the page. 

In the studio, I often find myself looking at and applying solutions that are directly 

influenced by visual poetry. For example, in my notes (figure 5) I highlighted that when 

Kevin talked about his mother he paused and remained silent for long periods and that he 

turned to look out the window several times. I intuited, by looking at his gestures, that he 

became silent because it was very painful for him to remember and to talk about the 

                                                             
20 Johanna Drucker, ―Stéphane Mallarmé‘s Un Coup de Dés and the Poem and/as Book as Diagram,‖ Journal of 

Philosophy: A Cross-Disciplinary Inquiry 7, no. 16 (Fall 2011): 1–13. 
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moment when his mother passed away.  I wondered how I could visually represent my 

interpretations and if the book could be used to convey what he did not say aloud. 

I started by cutting out the text and removing all punctuation marks and capitalisations, as 

Ong suggests that these marks create distance between the spoken and the written language 

due to their incapacity to be pronounceable.
21

 Instead, such as Mallarme did, I spread the 

words along the pages, with the intention of using the blank space as punctuation marks and 

of representing silence. A similar strategy was used by Rose Nolan in her artist book Big 

Words (Not Mine) – Read the words ‘public space’… (2017), which relocates a one-

hundred-metre installation of text into the book format. The text is based on a lecture about 

public space by American artist Vito Acconci. The book presents a very simple design and 

construction: section sewn, exposed spine, and soft cover. Firstly, on the cover, the text is 

presented as a full paragraph; inside, the same text is shown fragmented through the pages 

of the book. I timed myself while reading the text aloud; it took me less than a minute to 

read the cover and more than eight minutes to read the exact same text through the entire 

book. Noticeably, this feature on Nolan‘s book exemplifies the ability of the codex form, 

the turning page, and the space on the page to cause the reader to pause and/or slow down 

while reading.  

 

                                                             
21 Ong, Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word, 146. 
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Figure 5: Ana Paula Estrada, notes 2017 

 

1.3 Laurence Sterne’s Black Page  

During my research, I chanced upon The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy (figure 6), a 

novel by the Irish author Laurence Sterne, which was first published in 1759. I was 

immediately intrigued by his peculiar use of punctuation, signs, and other unconventional 

characteristics—such as using a dark page right after one of the characters dies. In the 

introduction of the 1967 edition, there is a note that states that ―several changes have been 

made for the convenience of the modern reader [and] several obvious errors have been 

corrected‖.
22

 These changes include corrections to punctuation, capitalising words, and 

fixing typographical errors. However, the available evidence seems to suggest that these 

‗errors‘ were, in fact, conscious choices that Sterne made as a solution to the limitation of 

text.  

                                                             
22 Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy (London: Penguin Classics, 1967). 
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Figure 6: Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy 1967, book spread 

 

Seeing Sterne‘s work marked a turning point in my thinking as it generated a series of 

questions regarding written language, such as how does a writer talk about things that cannot 

be said? Is written language extensive enough to convey feelings, emotions and meaning? 

And if not, how does a writer approach such limitations? These questions led me to seek out 

works by writers who explore the space of the page and other graphical elements as an 

integral part of the narrative. Examples include Albert Angelo
23

 (1964) by B.S. Johnson, Este 

libro no es un libro precioso
24

 (2017) by Luis Moreno Villamediana; House of Leaves
25

 

(2000) by American author Mark Z. Danielewski; and Tree of Codes
26

 (2010) by Jonathan 

Safran Foer. 

 

                                                             
23 Bryan Stanley Johnson, Albert Angelo.UK: Constable, 1964. 
24 Luis Moreno Villamediana, Este libro no es un libro precioso. Venezuela: Letra Muerta, 2014. 
25 Mark Z. Danielewski, House of Leaves. Pantheon, 2000. 
26 Jonathan Safran Foer, Tree of Codes. London: Visual Editions, 2010. 
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Figure 7: Jonathan Safran Foer, Tree of Codes 2010, book spread 

 

During the process of writing Kevin‘s and Esta‘s stories, I experienced several situations 

where I relied on visual elements to convey what words couldn‘t. For example, both Kevin 

and Esta witnessed the moment their mothers passed away when they were very young. I 

aimed to represent their emotions without having to be too specific about their painful 

experiences. After considering many other solutions, I decided to use a double-spread black 

page with just a small text saying ‗I was there‘—a phrase that both used when talking about 

the event (figure 8). Like Sterne‘s usage of the black page, in my books, the black page aims 

to represent death, pain, and a breaking point in the narrative. Through this process, I 

learned that the solution (in my books and in Sterne‘s) was not in the written language or in 

the visuals, but in the combination of both. In other words, the meaning is not in the black 

page but in the relationship between what is read first, the turning page, the black page, and 

the reader‘s interpretation. Once again, the book structure provides me with more 

possibilities for extending the function of text. In the introduction of Paratext, American 

professor of Humanities Richard Macksey suggests that Sterne is the ―pioneer anatomist of 

the physical body of the book‖ and that his black page marks ―the innermost and 
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overdetermined limits of text itself‖.
27

 Sterne investigates the frontiers between text, visual 

devices and the structure of the book, which I suggest could be considered a premise for 

Carrión‘s idea of the book as a medium and not just a container of words.  

 

 

Figure 8: Ana Paula Estrada, I was there V.II (dummy), 2019, book spread 

 

1.4 Conclusion 

Chapter 1 drew on Ginzburg‘s and Ong‘s comments to argue that can be relevant to my 

work to translate and represent the implicit information sensed during my conversations with 

Kevin and Esta, such as gestures, tone, rhythm and silence. In the studio, my methods 

responded to Benjamin‘s argument that translation is transformation. I have presented 

different narrative techniques that I explored through a conscious arrangement of text on the 

page and how I have been influenced by Mallarmé‘s and Sterne‘s unconventional narrative 

strategies. As Gomringer demonstrated in his poem Silence, the blank space expands the 

possibilities of text. However, in a single sheet, those possibilities end at the boundary of the 

                                                             
27 Gérard Genette, Paratexts : thresholds of interpretation(Cambridge: The University of Cambridge, 1997), xi 
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four edges of the surface.
28

 On the contrary, in the book, text is not limited by the edges of 

the page as it could be extended over every surface from beginning to end. In this chapter I 

explained how through experimentation, I confirmed that blank space can actually be used 

as a substitute for punctuation marks, to represent silence and absence, to ‗elevate‘ the value 

of details as well as to set the rhyme of the narrative. Carrión says, ―A book is a sequence of 

spaces. Each of these spaces is perceived at a different moment—a book is also a sequence 

of moments.‖
29

 He suggests that ‗normal‘ books are all read in the same way, while artist 

books create specific reading conditions. To understand the meaning of a book, Carrión 

suggests that the reader needs to approach it as a structure and to identify its unique elements 

and functions. I believe that some of the strategies that I have applied to my books 

exemplify the ability of the artist book to offer alternatives models of writing and reading 

stories. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
28  Keith Smith, Text in the Book Format (New York: Sigma Foundation, 2004), 67. 
29 Carrión, ―The New Art of Making Books.‖ 
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Chapter 2: The Image on the Page 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, Walter Ong suggests that writing transforms the living word into 

a fixed object. Along a similar line, French literary theorist Roland Barthes suggests that 

photography transforms subjects into dead objects.
30

 Chapter 2 responds to Barthes‘s 

argument and unfolds concepts in relation to portraiture and the responsibilities of 

representation. In this chapter, I compare the book with other mediums, such as video and still 

photography, and I argue that these other forms are not ideal for this work‘s purpose. Through 

analysing my past and current studio practice and the developed strategies, I argue that the 

book form may expand the possibilities of my photographic work through the use of devices 

such as the turning page, sequencing, and a thoughtful combination of text and image.  

 

 

2.1 Moving from One Medium to Another  

Since 2010, I have been developing photographic projects that combine portraiture and oral 

history. The photographs produced in such projects were mainly formal portraits created 

through the use of a digital camera, a tripod, and natural light. In 2011, while I was reviewing 

pictures from a photographic session with one of the participants, I found that I had 

unintentionally created a sequence of portraits of her. Even when there was only less than a 

second apart between each shot, the gesture on her face was enormously different in each 

picture. In some, she seemed to be very happy, while in others she looked serious or sad. This 

made me realise that while selecting ‗the picture‘, I was actually selecting which ‗version‘ of 

her to show to the public. After years of thinking about the sequencing and my responsibility 

of representation, I developed the idea of making a book that could portray a person through 

sequencing several portraits showing diverse gestures.
31

 I thought of it as a simple solution for 

                                                             
30 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography (London: Fontana Paperbacks, 1984), 79. 
31 This device allowed me to ‗move‘ from representing a person through one flat image (normally shown framed behind a 

glass in a public space/gallery) to a multilayered representation that can be touched, read and looked at, privately. 
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avoiding selecting one defining portrait, and the resultant artwork was my self-published book 

Memorandum, which, I realise now was a turning point in my practice. I believe that 

‗moving‘ into the book format enriched my practice enormously as photography alone was 

not providing me with the right vocabulary for communicating certain ideas. I was there took 

this investigation even further; what began as a solution for a very specific idea turned into a 

completely new space to develop my practice. I have adopted a transdisciplinary 

methodology, which independent writer Patricia Leavy defines as ―an approach to research 

that necessitates high levels of collaboration and integration between disciplines, resulting in 

the development of new concepts and tools‖.
32

 She also suggests that ―the outcome is an 

integrated form of knowledge that is larger than the sum of the parts that went into creating 

them‖.
33

 The methods I have drawn upon for I was there have been diverse; my research has 

led me to investigate different approaches that come from diverse fields such as poetry, 

graphic design, documentary photography and oral history. 

 

 

    

 

Figure 9: Ana Paula Estrada, Elizabeth from Memorandum, 2016 

 

 

                                                             
32 Patricia Leavy, ―Transdisciplinarity and Training the Next Generation of Researchers: Problem-Centered Approaches to 

Research and Problem-Based Learning,‖ International Review of Qualitative Research 5, no. 2 (Summer 2012): 205–223. 
33 Ibid. 
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2.2 Portraying Kevin and Esta 

 

Barthes argues that the image of a person in a photograph does not always represent that 

person but how they feel and how they let themselves be photographed in that moment. 

―Why didn‘t you just take a picture of Kevin crying?‖ someone asked me right after I 

mentioned my intentions to represent Kevin‘s emotions in relaying the story of his mother‘s 

death. As a photographer, I understand that it is easy to think that this might be a solution. 

However, I believe that representing Kevin through a photograph of him crying would only 

represent one moment, one emotion, one perspective, and one ‗side‘ of his personality. I 

also consider that it would be easy for that image to fall into the common stereotype of an 

older person as weak and vulnerable and it is not my interest to contribute to this type of 

representation. 

Thus, I wondered how I could properly portray Kevin and Esta; would it be through 

showing how they look or through documenting what they say or what they have lived? 

Where exactly do Kevin‘s and Esta‘s unique characteristics reside? In the late nineteenth 

century, art critic Giovanni Morelli developed a method which seeks to distinguish 

individual artists by looking at very small details in paintings such as the subject‘s ears and 

hands.  In his essay ―Morelli, Freud and Sherlock Holmes: Clues and Scientific Methods‖, 

Ginzburg discusses Morelli‘s analysis and compares it to the one used by detectives and 

doctors based on the interpretation of clues that cannot be directly observed by the human 

eye. Very often, during my conversations with my project‘s principal supervisor Tim 

Mosely, we found ourselves pointing at our ears when discussing my process. It is very 

evident that ‗Morelli‘s ears‘ became a thinking ‗shortcut‘ for us when referring to themes 

surrounding the notions of tacit knowledge and communication. In the studio, this shortcut 

also reminds me to identify irrelevant but important details when gathering and processing 

data.  According to Ginzburg, personality and individuality are found in the inadvertent 

gestures and postures. After looking at Esta‘s story in a draft of the book in October 2018, 

her daughter said, ―I like that she is not defined by being a mother or a housewife; the book 

actually shows her.‖ Her comment confirmed the success of some of the techniques applied 

to text for combining facts, such as her mother getting married and having children, with 
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unique details about her, such as her thoughts about God or her experience of having butter 

for the first time. However, in the books, photography also plays a very important role in 

the telling of their stories, as it reveals other aspects of Kevin and Esta. The books present 

three types of photographs: those of the subject‘s personal spaces, which show details of 

how they live in the present; those from their personal archive, which show details from 

their past; and portraits that I have created at their home during my visits. I have portrayed 

Kevin and Esta very formally; for the photographs, they each sat in a chair in front of the 

camera with a plain background behind them. I used a remote cord to shoot continuous 

photographs, which I sequenced through the pages of the book. In her photobook Moises 

(2015) (figure 10), Argentinean photographer Mariela Sancari shows a touching series of 

portraits, showing different men who embody different aspects of her father who 

committed suicide when she was very young. Moises presents a double hardcover with a 

double structure; when opening the book, the viewer is presented with an interlocking set of 

pages, which interweave with one another as each page is turned.  

 

Figures 10: Mariela Sancari, Moises 2015, book spreads 

 

Through her use of the double spine, Sancari creates triptychs of portraits that seem to 

‗move‘ when turning the page. She says: ―I work with diptychs and triptychs a lot because I 
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feel, many times, that one image is not enough to say what I need to say. Also, because I 

think it is a way to insist and emphasize an idea and the repetition of an image (or similar 

ones) is an interesting visual tool to do it.‖
34

 In Understanding Photobooks, German writer, 

photographer and educator Jorg Colberg says that Sancari‘s book ―provides an experience 

that cannot be had in any other presentation of its photographs‖.
35

 Her series has also been 

shown in galleries as individual images, where the viewer is also able to appreciate the 

sequential portraits while walking along the space. I consider that one important difference 

between her book and her exhibition work is that in the book, the men‘s poses hide and 

reveal themselves when the pages are turned. In a similar vein, I sequenced almost-identical 

portraits of Esta through the pages of volume II (figure 11). I photographed her while we 

talked, and the sequence shows how her gestures and body position inadvertently change 

from a serious to a more relaxed expression. In the last picture of the sequence, the seat is 

presented empty, which suggests both that Esta was there but that she is no longer there.  I 

explored this, aiming to use the turning page to hide and reveal slight nuances of Kevin‘s 

and Esta‘s personalities, which responds to my original idea of not defining them through a 

single image but through a combination of fragments.
36

 In addition, through the 

sequencing, I aim to provide a sense of time and movement to what Barthes refers to as ‗the 

motionless‘ aspect of the photographic portraiture. According to Barthes, when someone 

poses in front of a camera for a photograph, the pose remains there forever, while in cinema 

the poses move due to the continuity of images.
37

 In Legible-Visible: Between the Film 

Frame and the Page, Spanish researcher Mala Davila Freire suggests that there are many 

similarities between the book form and audio-visual documents, such as the edition process, 

the sequence of images, the incorporation of the temporal dimension, and the inability of 

both forms to allow the viewer to appreciate the sequential images simultaneously.
38

  

                                                             

34 Mexico Notebook: Interview with Mariela Sancari, Fototazo, 23 July 2014, 

 http://www.fototazo.com/2014/07/mexico-notebook-interview-with-mariela.html. 
35 Jorg Colberg, Understanding Photobooks: The Form and Content of the Photographic Book (New York: Focal Press, 

2017), 123. 
36 Through this process, I experienced the physical properties of the printed photograph that can be layered, folded, flipped 

over, stitched, stapled, cut out, and written over, and so on. 
37 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography (London: Fontana Paperbacks, 1984), 21. 
38 Mela Dávila Freire and Maite Muñoz Iglesias, Legible-Visible: Between the Film Frame and the Page (Barcelona: 

Editorial Tenov, 2018). 
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Figure 11: Ana Paula Estrada, I was there V.II (dummy) 2019, book spreads 

 

During the first year of this research, I made video-portraits every time I visited Kevin and 

Esta. These involved me recording the subjects looking at the camera silently for a period of 

one minute. The premise that brought me to experiment with this form was my interest in 
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adding the concept of the passing of time to a portrait (a concept which I started 

experimenting with during my previous book Memorandum). The video work-in-progress was 

shown along with the book dummy at the White Box Gallery in March 2018. From feedback 

and from my own observations during the exhibition, I discovered the following: the viewers 

spent more time looking at the book than at the video; that some people thought of the video 

as the main piece and of the book as a container of extra information; that the viewers felt 

really attracted to the video, because they found it confronting and intriguing. For example, 

Esta‘s granddaughter told me that she felt really sad to see Esta sitting silently. I concluded 

that the solution to the representation I was seeking was not in the video form. Even though it 

did allow me to add movement and the temporal dimension to my photographic work, the 

video still showed Kevin and Esta in one ‗fixed‘, ‗controlled‘ and ‗framed‘ view. By contrast, 

in the book, I could represent Kevin and Esta from different perspectives, to add the 

dimension of time and movement and to use other elements to create a less confronting and 

more subtle representation of them. For these reasons and because the scope of this research is 

not great enough, I decided early on to focus exclusively on the book format. However, I 

consider that there is still potential for the video to be incorporated and explored in my future 

research.  

Even though I stopped working with the video format, some of the editing techniques that I 

applied to my books are quite similar to the cinematic editing process, in that the pages, 

pictures or slides usually follow a physical and tangible order to be assembled into a coherent 

sequence.
39

 I gathered the books directly on the wall of the studio, where all the pages were 

linearly sequenced and the narrative was created by pasting the text and images throughout 

the whole ‗footage‘. This technique allowed me, as in cinema, to narrate the story by 

sequencing scenes, using dual narratives, making radical ‗breaks‘, and simulating the 

approach or distancing of the camera. For example, in Kevin's book, I used a folded page to 

cut from a close-up of his right side of his face to a half-length body portrait and, when 

turning the page, the viewer is presented again with a close-up of his left side of his face 

(figure 12).  

 

                                                             
39 Dávila Freire and Muñoz Iglesias, Legible-Visible: Between the Film Frame and the Page, 9. 
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        Figure 12: Ana Paula Estrada, I was there V.I (dummy) 2019, book spread 
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These experiments led me to the work of artists whom I felt showed a similar interest in using 

the book as a device for making a subject ‗move‘, such as Sancari‘s Moises (2015), Cover to 

Cover (1975) by Michael Snow, and Duas Folhas – Quarto Lados (1982) by Mary Dristchell 

Douglas, among others. In Cover to Cover (figure 13), Snow presents a series of photographs 

of a man moving along the space of an apartment. The photographs were captured by two 

photographers from opposite perspectives (in some of the images, the photographers appear in 

the background). In my work, the use of this device is not as obvious as in Snow‘s book; 

however, it accurately illustrates Ferreira‘s suggestion of the artist book as a book that uses its 

material form (spine, pages, paper, printing, etc.) for shaping conceptual ideas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        Figure 13: Michael Snow, Cover to Cover 1975, book spread 
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2.3 Relational Ethics 

This section discusses the ethics of portraying a subject in an artwork and why I consider the 

book to be potentially more aligned with my concerns of representation. In the books, the 

stories are told in first person. All the words shown in the work are Kevin‘s and Esta‘s 

words, extracted from long conversations we had at their homes. However, I am aware that I 

am the one who is telling the story; even when Kevin and Esta have been informed and 

involved in every step of the process and they have authorised every decision, I am in total 

control of every translation and every aesthetic solution made in order to create an 

immersive experience for the viewer. I am conscious that telling someone else‘s story is a 

big responsibility, as I very often have to make decisions that could affect the participants 

and their families.  

The research project was granted ethical approval by the Griffith University Human 

Research Ethics Committee. Griffith‘s manual provides important information related to 

respect, risks, copyright, data management, consents and privacy.  However, it is also 

necessary to consider the ‗unpredictable‘ elements that may emerge when creating strong 

bonds with participants during the course of the research. During this project, certain 

questions have constantly arisen for me, such as: How am I representing Kevin and Esta? 

How would they like to be represented? How would they feel about themselves when 

reading their story? How would their family react when seeing the final artwork and what 

impact it could have on them? At some point of the research, I decided to have an open 

conversation about this with Kevin. I showed him the book dummy and asked him directly 

if he liked the way the book portrayed him. This was his response:   

I like the book, I felt engaged, but I found it a bit sad, especially the part where 

I talk about my current situation, but I want you to leave it there because 

maybe someone else in my situation would read it and would feel that he is not 

alone. 
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Thus, I decided to keep the part where his current situation is described, and I was pleased 

to realise that we both thought of ‗the book‘ as a vehicle that could generate empathy and 

connection between the story and the audience. 

Ethnographer Carolyn Ellis suggests that ―relational ethics requires researchers to make 

decisions from their hearts, understanding the bonds and responsibilities to others‖.
40

 One 

of the greatest dilemmas I face in the studio is how to decide which information to reveal 

and to make public. Central to relational ethics is the question ―What should I do now?‖ 

rather than the statement ―This is what I should do now.‖
41

 For example, as previously 

described in Chapter 1, I used a black page to represent Esta‘s feelings about her mother 

passing away.  The black page became a solution to a very complex situation. After I had 

been meeting Esta regularly for a year, she described to me during one session exactly how 

her mother died, an experience that she had only shared with very few family members. In 

fact, I discovered that until her daughter looked at the final dummy, I was the first person 

Esta to whom revealed that she was actually there during the moment of her mother‘s 

death. Faced with this information, I asked myself: What should I do now? Should I reveal 

this intimate moment, or should I keep it in confidence? I believe that to make such 

decisions, it is pivotal to be aware that participants sometimes share private information 

with researchers because they trust them but not necessarily because they want that 

information to become public. It is crucial to consider that when researchers and 

participants become friends, it is easy for both to forget that there is a research project in 

process. Therefore, the question of my ethical responsibilities is always at the top of my 

mind: How can I act as a friend without forgetting my role of researcher or vice versa?
42

 

When presenting his paper ―Murujuga Rock Art‖ at the 2018 Impact Conference, 

Australian artist Clyde McGill said ―I don‘t want to make art from the pain of others.‖
43

 

McGill talked about his position as an artist when witnessing historical sites that carry 

painful stories. I also do not want to make art from the pain of others either; however, I 

                                                             
40 Carolyn Ellis, ―Telling Secrets, Revealing Lives: Relational Ethics in Research with Intimate Others,‖ Qualitative 

Enquiry 13, no. 1 (2007): 4. 
41 Ibid., 4. 
42 Ibid., 2. 
43 Clyde McGill, "Murujuga Rock Art: One Artist's Experience as a Witness to the History,‖  

in Impact 10 Conferences, Santander, 2018, unpublished author‘s notes. 
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agree with McGill that pain can be acknowledged, transformed and shared through an art 

practice.  

Through the process of making the books, I have discovered that some of the visual solutions 

applied—such as the black page—are strategies that respond to and resolve issues related to 

the narrative, but also to my concerns of representation. There seem to be two reasons for this: 

the first one is that the studio process that I have developed allows me to treat the content 

carefully; and the second is that the form of the book provides me with the vocabulary to 

deliberately represent certain elements figuratively and others through a more abstract 

representation.   

 

2.4 Conclusion   

In this chapter, I have drawn on Barthes‘s argument that photography transforms subjects into 

‗motionless‘ objects and I have explained how the book may allow me to resolve such 

limitations. I have compared the book with other mediums, such as still photography and 

video, which could also be used to ‗solve‘ the issues of representation and storytelling that I 

faced while working on this project. However, as I have shown, these other forms are not 

ideal for my purpose. On the contrary, this chapter has put forward the claim that the book 

form provides me with the physical space and structure to provide a sense of time and 

movement to the ‗motionless‘ aspect of the photographic portraiture and to tell Esta‘s and 

Kevin‘s stories through combining and revealing fragments of their lives and personalities. In 

a similar line of thought, I have presented the work of artists that are relevant to I was there 

(such as Sancari) because they engage the book format, seeking to expand the vocabulary of 

still photography. I have presented my ethical concerns with no intention of claiming my 

approach as ‗pure‘ or ‗correct‘, but to argue that the ethical dimensions of the project can 

influence and be addressed through aesthetic solutions which I have developed in the studio. 
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Chapter 3: I was there  

Chapter 3 consists of two parts. The first section explains my studio practice and 

communicates the project‘s aims. It also details the visual devices that I developed during 

my candidacy, including the use of the blank space of the page, the cut-out window, the 

sequence, the multiple narrative, the turning page, the combination of text and image, the 

black page, and the use of the spine of the book. Through this analysis, I respond to 

Carrión‘s definition of the artist book by arguing that in I was there, the form (the book) 

and the content (text and images) are inseparable. In this section, I also address the research 

outcomes and significance of the project, and propose that the answer to my research 

question relies on the originality of the methods developed. The second section of this 

chapter describes the production process of I was there, identifies my position in the 

publishing industry, and underlines important differences between conceptualising a unique 

artist book and publishing a multiple edition. Finally, I present concluding remarks and 

introduce new questions for future research.  

 

3.1  Studio Research: Aims and Strategies 

During my candidacy, while experimenting in the studio with printed material, blank paper, 

scissors, glue, and a bone folder, I created a set of devices that enabled me to convey 

certain ideas and concepts related to my interpretation of Kevin‘s and Esta‘s stories. I 

began by printing out the photographs and transcripts of more than twenty hours of 

conversations. I cut out selected parts and organised the text thematically into separate 

envelopes. For consecutive months, I worked on the narrative by pasting, removing, and 

moving around the cut-out text and the images on the wall of the printmaking studio at 

Queensland Collage of Arts (figure 14).
44

 This method allowed me to use my hands to 

                                                             
44 Because I continued to record and transcribe my conversations with Kevin and Esta for most of my candidature, I kept 

finding new relevant information to include in the photobooks. Therefore, I had to keep going back to the studio to change 

the narrative—this happened even at the final stage when I thought the books were already finished. In other words, the 
content of the books was never ‗fixed‘ as it constantly changed as the project and my relationships with Kevin and Esta 

evolved.  
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measure space, to evaluate scale, and to gather, edit, sequence and reduce the content. After 

ordering the sequence this way, I took the ‗book‘ off the wall and began working with the 

content in the codex form. I developed a very slow research method that allowed me to 

know the content intimately. I immersed myself in the process in which I constantly tested, 

reflected on the work, moved away from it and came back to it to refine techniques.  

 

 

 

Figure 14: Ana Paula Estrada, Cutting-Out Technique, 2017 

 

Throughout the process, I kept returning to my notes to consider my observations during 

my conversations with Kevin and Esta. For example, I highlighted that every time that 

Kevin talked about his mother, he remained silent for long periods. As explained in Chapter 

1 (see page 12), I was influenced by visual poetry, such as that by Mallarmé, in the way I 

used the blank space to give an aesthetic form to such absence and silence (which became a 
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very valuable and repeated strategy in both volumes). I also intuited from the change in 

Kevin‘s tone and gesture while speaking about his mother that she represented love and 

safety but also pain and loss, and while using the blank space of the page clearly allowed 

me to represent Kevin‘s silence, it didn‘t help me to represent that duality. Through 

experimentation, I found out that a cut-out window could allow me to communicate Kevin 

talking about his mother in different contexts. Because the words ‗my mother‘ have been 

placed in the centre of a window, even though it has been printed only on one page, it can 

be read repeatedly through the window on three different pages (figure 15). On one page, it 

reads ―my mother used to make beautiful blackberry jam, scones and bones‖, but when the 

page is turned, the same words ―my mother‖ belong to the phrase ―my mother died when I 

was nine‖. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15: Ana Paula Estrada, I was there V.I, 2019, detail 

I have had the opportunity to observe readers exclaiming out loud when they reach that part 

of the book, which corroborates that the strategy is successfully taking the reader by 

surprise. In his manifesto, Carrión states that ―In the old art you write 'I love you' thinking 
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that this phrase means 'I love you'. […] In the new art you write 'I love you' being aware 

that we don't know what this means‖.
45

 He suggests that the text‘s meaning varies due to its 

relation with the structure and the place where it is located in the book. Both Carrión and 

Benjamin assert that the meaning of words is defined by their context, as seen in the case of 

the phrase ―my mother‖ in Kevin‘s book, where the same words represent different 

meanings due to their position and relation with other elements that surround them on each 

page. In his PhD thesis, ―Bodies of Work‖, Scottish writer and researcher Alan Trotter 

states that ―the carrier of the text is not a natural, inevitable object, but a package of 

conventions, which can be usurped and manipulated‖.
46

  

 

 

 

Figure 16: B.S. Johnson, Alberto Angelo, 1964, detail
47

 

 

Trotter analyses at length the work of American novelist B.S. Johnson and explains how his 

work pushed the conventions of the novel by intervening in the book‘s physical form. For 

example, in Alberto Angelo (1964), Johnson arranged for a rectangular hole to be cut out of 

                                                             
45 Carrión, ―The New Art of Making Books.‖ 
46 Alan Trotter, ―Bodies of Work: B.S. Johnson‘s Pages, Alasdair Gray‘s Paragraphs, and Interventions into the Anatomy 

of the Book‖ (PhD diss., School of Critical Studies, University of Glasgow, Glasgow, 2015). 
47 Bedford Press co-founder Wayne Daly on his favourite books, 6 January 2016, 

https://www.itsnicethat.com/articles/wayne-daly-bedford-press-bookshelf-060116 
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a few of its pages (figure 16), which was used as a narrative device that invited the reader 

to read ahead into the next chapter. Similar to that used in Alberto Angelo, the window in 

Kevin‘s book allows the reader to ‗look‘ into a future event. At the same time, when the 

page is turned, that window (now situated on the left side) refers to a past event.
48

 In Esta‘s 

book, the window is employed differently. While talking with Esta, I noticed that she 

referred to three different events as her ‗first memory‘. I struggled with the idea of having 

to select between them. In her book, the window allows me to graphically represent how 

inaccurate human memory can be, by referring to all of them as the ‗first memory‘ (figure 

17). Thus, in both books, the window became a very strong and distinctive visual device 

that helped me to represent certain characteristics of my interpretations of Kevin‘s and 

Esta‘s stories.  

 

 

 

Figure 17: Ana Paula Estrada, I was there V.II, 2019, detail 

Another key strategy that I employed in Esta‘s book is the use of multiple narratives. Unlike 

Kevin, who often narrated events in chronological order, Esta jumped from one story to 

another when she spoke; she deviated from the main story to provide other details. I wondered 

                                                             
48 I discovered Johnson‘s work at the final stage of this research and I was amazed to find out that we both use the window 

for a very similar purpose. His work is significant to my research as it illustrates how writers can use the material aspect 

of the book to make it suitable for them to communicate something that would not be possible with just words.  
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how I could represent Esta‘s structure of thought and speech on the page and how relevant it 

was to include details, such as that of Esta‘s mother staring at birds all the time or of Esta 

eating butter for the first time. Initially, I tried to use the window to present a dual narrative. 

However, the window added the element of ‗time‘ which wasn‘t relevant for this case. After 

several attempts, the solution I found was to present the main story as a horizontal structure of 

black text (90% opacity) that runs along the pages of the book, and a second narrative formed 

by vertical fragments of black text (50% opacity) which intersects with the main story (figure 

18). The vertical fragments represent what Ginzburg refers to as ―tiny details‖—the features 

that reveal and define an individual. Furthermore, Ong says that print locks words into space, 

which establishes a sense of closure or final statement.
49

  

The use of multiple narratives allowed me to treat text in a less ‗fixed‘ way and to translate 

subtly the ‗looseness‘ and ‗flexibility‘ of the oral world. Evidently, this feature in Esta‘s book 

disrupts the conventional habit of reading.
50

 Conversely, in Kevin‘s book, the text is 

organised ‗conventionally‘ from left to right and top to bottom, which represents Kevin‘s way 

of telling stories. However, there is an abrupt change to this layout in the middle of the book, 

where a ‗dialogue‘ between Kevin and his father is presented (figure 19). The text on the right 

page refers to Kevin‘s childhood and the left to his father‘s. On one hand, the spine of the 

book functions as a graphic device to indicate separation between two different people in 

different times: literally, the past is located on the left side of the spine and the future on the 

right. On the other hand, the sewn spine also helps to physically ‗bind‘ Kevin‘s and his 

father‘s stories. The text is aligned in a way that the reader is required to decide the order of 

reading to cover both sides: it could be read conventionally, reading the full paragraph on the 

left page first and then moving to right page, or by interlacing a sentence from one side and 

the other (I have noticed that children tend to read it this way).  

                                                             
49 Walter J. Ong, Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (London: Methuen, 1982), 6. 
50 Due to the text lay-out in Esta‘s book, the reader has the choice to decide which line to read first (the vertical or the 

horizontal). I have noticed that, very often, the reader spins it around when reading the vertical text.  
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Figure 18 & 19: Ana Paula Estrada, I was there V.II, 2019, detail 
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Since the beginning of the project, one of my main aims was to be able to combine text and 

image meaningfully without privileging either of them. According to American artist and 

bookmaker Keith Smith, ―pictures presented with text can illustrate, modify or contradict 

the text‖.
51

 Artist books Feather and Pray (1997) by Peter Lyssiotis, High Tension (1993) 

by Phillip Zimmerman, and A remnant of the Journey, he said, to the space between us 

(2006) by Clyde McGill are just a few examples of combinations of text and image where 

they modify or contradict each other. In A remnant of the Journey, he said, to the space 

between us, there is a photograph of a woman standing in a public space looking straight at 

the camera. On top of the image, the text reads: ―I went to the square / to meet you / I was 

there / you were there / you were missing‖. It is clear that in this case the combination of 

text and image serves to contradict (or to question) each other‘s message. In McGill‘s book 

(as in many artist books), text and image create a narrative through a thoughtful 

combination; the image is not there to illustrate the text and the text is not there to inform 

the image either. By contrast, my research into photographic books revealed the limited use 

of text. In Understanding Photobooks, Colberg states that ―[in photobooks] whatever text 

there might be, in the majority of cases it will play a subordinated role in a book‘s overall 

attempt to communicate its message‖.
52

 After analysing many recent publications, I have 

found that there are two very common ways of using text in photobooks: as a caption 

(where the text, as Barthes says, ―appears there to duplicate the image‖
53

) or as a 

reinforcement (where the text adds extra information that cannot be ‗seen‘ in the picture).
54

 

Many documentary practitioners apply the photo-elicitation method for similar purposes. 

For example, American photographer Jim Goldberg and Australian photographer Steven 

Dupont use this visual device in their books, where which the subject is asked to handwrite 

information next to or on top of the photograph.  

                                                             
51 Keith Smith, Text in the Book Format, 3rd ed. (Rochester, New York: Sigma Foundation, 2004), 177. 
52 Jorg Colberg, Understanding Photobooks: The Form and Content of the Photographic Book (New York: Focal Press, 

2017), 2. 
53 Roland Barthes, Image Music Text (London: Fontana Press, 1977), 23. 
54 Of course, there are exceptions to this but there is not scope in this exegesis to address them in any detail. 
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Figure 20: Stephen Dupont, Why Am I a Marine? 2011, book spread 

 

For I was there, I was able to apply different combinations of text and image for different 

purposes, such as reinforcing an idea, creating a new narrative, or generating a sense of 

friction by juxtaposing the two on the page. For example, in Esta‘s book, I combined the 

phrase ―we always had brown sugar at home‖ with a photograph of a house in which she 

had lived. It is very evident that by combining those two elements, the sense of home has 

been reinforced. In some cases, the combination of text and image is not only limited to 

what happens on the page, but also to what is presented before and after the page is turned. 

For instance, in Kevin‘s book, there is a phrase that reads ―you know the grapes are dry‖ 

that, when one turns the page, continues ―when they have beautifully turned gold‖. The text 

is combined with a photograph of Kevin‘s home that shows a window, photo frames on a 

coffee table, a chair covered in gold fabric, and a walking stick. According to Barthes, 
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―Sometimes […] the text produces (invents) an entirely new signified which is retroactively 

projected into the image.‖
55

 Is it possible that in this case, it is the image that is inventing a 

new signified and projecting it into the text? The phrase ―you know the grapes are dry when 

they have beautifully turned gold‖ literally describes something that Kevin learnt when 

working at a farm. However, by being combined with a photograph of Kevin‘s home, the 

text is no longer referring to farming but to the concepts of beauty and ageing. Another 

combination of text and image appears in Esta‘s book in the phrase ―I like all flowers, even 

the flowers on weeds‖, which is placed on top of a photograph of Esta‘s bedroom. The 

juxtaposition of these two elements contrasts the interior and the exterior world. Colberg 

defines a photobook as ―a book that is viewed because of the photographs inside‖.
56

 His 

definition immediately excludes I was there from this classification. Unlike Memorandum 

(and most documentary photobooks), I was there merges text and image without 

privileging either.
57

 

As previously shown, each volume presents unique characteristics. However, some key 

strategies were applied in both books, such as the use of the blank space and the turning 

page to construct the narrative by sequencing the content and by controlling the rhythm of 

the reading (see page 21). As mentioned in Chapter 1, one significant similarity between 

Kevin‘s and Esta‘s stories is that both witnessed the moment when their mothers passed 

away and both used the words ―I was there‖ when talking about the event. Thus, in both 

books, the phrase ―I was there‖ appears on a black page which represents a painful passage 

in their lives. This solution was influenced by Sterne‘s black page and it helped me to solve 

issues related to the responsibility involved in representing someone else‘s pain in my work 

(see page 13 and 27). There are other strategies that I used in my books that I consider do 

not require a deep analysis, although it is important to mention that I am aware of their 

function in the narrative. The fold is an example of this—it is used in both volumes to 

reveal and hide information (figure 21). (This strategy is more obvious in Esta‘s book 

considering that each page is half-folded in itself—a binding technique that is commonly 

                                                             
55 Ibid., 24. 
56 Colberg, Understanding Photobooks, 2. 
57 It is important to note that I am not saying that documentary photographers should be more experimental in the way 

they use text in their work. I am not saying either that conventional techniques used in photobooks are bad or ‗less than‘ 

those experimented by artists or poets. To be more precise, what I am trying to point out is that I moved away from 

conventional documentary techniques because they were unsuitable for me to convey certain ideas to the reader. 
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known as French or Japanese fold.) Similarly, the smaller scale of the books and the font 

size obligates the reader to come closer to the subject matter, thereby promoting a sense of 

intimacy. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 21: Ana Paula Estrada, I was there V.II, 2019, detail 

 

So far, I have presented several visual devices that I employed in I was there. Through this 

analysis, I have aimed to illustrate my thinking and creative process. Of course, at the time 

of writing it is easy to list the issues that I had to solve in the studio. However, I started 

working with no clear idea of what form the work might take and which problems I could 

be faced with. Reflecting on the work, I realise that through the strategies employed, I tried 

to do the following: control the narrative‘s pace, represent silence, balance the use of text 
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and image, represent the passing of time, reinforce the meaning of certain parts of the story, 

and represent Kevin‘s and Esta‘s emotions subtly. 

 

 

 

Figure 22: Ana Paula Estrada, I was there V.II, 2019, detail 

 

 

The Significance of I was there 

The strategies employed in I was there clearly interfere with the conventions of the book as 

they prompt the reader to approach the book as an object with its own function and way of 

reading. I am aware that most of the devices I have applied in my books have been 
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employed by other artists and writers in their work, such as those mentioned previously in 

this paper. I had planned to list concrete achievements in this section. For example, I had 

hoped to say that placing the text ―I was there‖ on a black page actually translated the 

severe pain that Kevin and Esta felt when their mothers passed away. However, I am not in 

the position to do so, in the same way that Mallarmé could not be sure if his technique on 

the blank space actually worked to represent the silence on the page. The success of such 

techniques was proven many years later after being read, repeated by others, and analysed 

extensively by poets, academics and other experts in the field. Therefore, I believe that the 

significance of this work is not just in the outcome but in the originality of the methods that 

I have developed, which have ‗freed me‘ from traditional photo-documentary strategies that 

I used in my previous work. In other words, I consider that the importance of my research 

does not rely on the devices (or in the books themselves) but in my deep understanding of 

the material and the book structure. Being aware of the possibilities of the language of the 

book, being able to create new devices, and being able to successfully adapt and mix those 

already created by others is where the answer to my research question is located.  

 

3.2  The Unique vs. the Multiple 

Artist books are very often unique artworks that, when obtained by special collections, 

become hard for the public to access. This is a limitation for artists who aim to reach larger 

audiences, a category in which I include myself. As such, I intended to produce a book that 

can be considered an artwork in itself but that is also capable of being reproduced in 

multiples to become a more democratic form. Consequently, I was there was published and 

launched at Institute of Modern Art in Brisbane in March 2019. The books were financed 

through a pre-selling campaign that I ran in 2018. Publishing the books before finalising 

this paper gave me time to reflect on the final work and its production. The books were 

published in an edition of one hundred sets. I am aware that this does not have the capacity 

to reach a very large audience either. However, I consider that its ability to be reproduced is 

significant. A major difference with my previous work Memorandum is that I was there 
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presented a more complex and refined design, which required a mix of processes and much 

more attention to detail during its production. Thus, even when I developed a book project 

in the past that was commercially printed, the publication of these new books presented 

more challenges, which consequently has extended my knowledge, skills, and 

understanding of the industry.  

I agree with Carrión when he says that the artist assumes the responsibility for the whole 

process of making a book.
58

 However, it is not easy to be responsible for the entire process 

when printing a multiple edition through a commercial facility. Since the beginning of my 

candidacy, I met regularly with local printer Phil Leonard, who agreed to collaborate with 

me in the production of I was there. We knew from our previous experience of producing 

Memorandum together that translating a handmade book into a commercial one presents 

many challenges. We had long conversations about the possibilities and limitations of the 

equipment at his facility which I took into consideration while designing the books. I found 

solutions that responded to the desired aesthetics but also to the machine‘s capabilities. 

Therefore, it was not about adapting my design to their equipment, but about interiorising it 

and understanding it as one of my ‗tools‘. Thus, the process of ‗thinking in multiples‘ 

started when conceptualising the production phase of the books. 

During the production, Phil and I had to solve issues related to printing and binding. For 

example, the designer who was in charge of producing the file for printing (based on my 

hard copies) made a significant mistake when drawing the cut-windows due to incapability 

to visualise ‗the turning page‘ on the screen. She actually forgot that when the page is 

turned, the same window looks towards the left side.
59

 More than eight people were 

involved in the production of the volumes and even though they are very experienced, they 

found it hard to understand the structure of the books. They required double-checking with 

Phil every decision, which of course, slowed down the production. Therefore, during this 

stage, our biggest challenge was to be able to transfer my studio process and the handmade 

techniques into the commercial printing industry without compromising any aspect of the 

artwork. I am confident to say that such a transfer was successful. However, there are 

                                                             
58 Carrión, ―The New Art of Making Books.‖ 
59 This confirmed that working directly with the physical material allowed me to respond to the story in ways that the 

screen would never have allowed me to. 
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certain details that couldn‘t be achieved through the process, such as a perfect alignment of 

the windows in Kevin‘s book and the folding precision in the sequence of portraits in Esta‘s 

book. While printing larger quantities of my artist‘s books is important in democratising 

access to the artist‘s book, online platforms typically play an important role in 

disseminating books, including artist‘s books.  

Online platforms are becoming the preferred media for magazines and other commercial 

publishers to reach an audience. However, the emergence of art book fairs such as NGV‘s 

Fair in Melbourne and Artspace's Volume in Sydney evidences that independent publishing 

is on the rise and looking for new ways to engage the public. I believe that it is an 

appropriate time to bring an art practice to this scene. I was there can contribute to the 

expanding independent publishing sector by challenging the conception of the unique 

artwork against the multiple, and the relation of the handmade with machine aesthetics. It 

reinforces the idea that the artist can actually be ‗in charge‘ of a mass production from the 

beginning (the conceptualisation and the handmade) to the end (the industrial process). As a 

result, I was there contributes to the publishing field and navigates through (without being 

defined by) documentary, fine art, and history practices. 

 

3.3 Concluding Remarks 

Based on the theoretical framework of Carlo Ginzburg‘s theory of signs and Ulises 

Carrión‘s definition of the artist book, this research proposes the artist book as an 

alternative space for documentary work. The research expands on this framework through 

the inclusion of other theoretical premises such as Walter Ong‘s ideas on the invention of 

writing, Walter Benjamin‘s comments on translation and Roland Barthes‘s arguments on 

photography. Through these references, the research identifies and explains issues 

surrounding the notions of narrative, translation, portraiture and representation.  

Carrión states that the artist book generates specific reading conditions, suggesting that 

there must be ‗coherency‘ between the message, the content, the form and the way in which 
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they are presented together. Therefore, according to Carrión, a book in which the form does 

not suggest a specific reading for its content cannot be considered an artist book.
60

 This 

research has responded to this definition in order to demonstrate that the resultant books‘ 

specific structures have the potential to communicate information and to solve problems in 

a way that would not have been possible in any other form.  

In this exegesis, I have described in deep detail the strategies applied in the separate 

volumes, such as the use of the blank space of the page, the cut-out window, the sequence, 

the multiple narrative, the turning page, the combination of text and image, the black page, 

and the use of the spine of the book. I have also analysed the work‘s influences and how the 

research developed new ideas and tools through transdisciplinary thinking, which Leavy 

suggests is based on ‗solving‘ a problem rather than on the discipline itself.
61

  

Specifically, the final artworks demonstrate that, unlike other forms, the medium of the 

book has allowed me to achieve the following: 

 to cross disciplines; 

 to use both figurative and abstract language;  

 to combine text and image meaningfully without privileging either of them; 

 to portray a person through multiple perspectives; 

 to highlight intricate details; and 

 to present a ‗product‘ that can be intimately and slowly experienced. 

 

Therefore, this research has allowed me to move away from conventional documentary 

strategies to engage with new methods that require a more flexible, innovative, and 

integrated way of thinking. The final artwork responds to my research question by 

demonstrating that the physicality of the book can be used as a vehicle for conveying 

meaning, rather than for containing it as conventional books tend to do. Through my MVA 

project, I reaffirmed my original premise that a book can be considered an artwork despite 

its mode of production. As explained in Chapter 3, I was required to use my hands during 

                                                             
60 Ulises Carrión, El Arte Nuevo de Hacer Libros (Mexico: Tumbona Ediciones, 2016), 94. 
61 Patricia Leavy, Transdisciplinarity and Training the Next Generation of Researchers: Problem-Centered, Approaches to 

Research and Problem-Based Learning,‖ International Review of Qualitative Research 5, no. 2 (Summer 2012): 205–223. 

https://www.abebooks.com/servlet/BookDetailsPL?bi=22903893137&searchurl=tn%3Dulises%2Bcarrion%26sortby%3D17&cm_sp=snippet-_-srp1-_-title2
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the production of I was there to measure space, to evaluate scale, and to gather and edit the 

content, as well as to experiment with the turning page. Nevertheless, having the books 

produced commercially totally removed the sign of my hands, which was a deliberate 

decision I made as I considered that it was not significant to the work. However, this 

research led me to experiment with letterpress, printmaking and papermaking, which, 

unexpectedly, changed my thinking and brought me to the recognition that materiality (and 

the sign of the hand of the maker) can convey content. Specifically, engaging with 

papermaking allowed me to understand that paper can be used as a vehicle for expression 

and to reconsider the potential of the handmade component in my work.
62

 

 

 

 

Figure 23: Ana Paula Estrada, I cannot see you, 2019, book spread 

                                                             
62 In November 2018, I attended an intensive papermaking workshop taught by artists Tim Mosely and Karen Stone. My 

project investigated the relationship between absence and presence through papermaking (figure 23). The work dealt with 

my current transformative process of going through a separation; the resultant artwork was an unbound artist book formed 

by very soft black sheets of paper made from my ex-partner‘s clothes that he left at home. I was very impressed by the 

results; it was moving to think that, while reading the book, I was actually holding my ex-partner‘s T-shirt. It made me 

wonder if material can be used to draw the public closer to the subject matter of an artwork. 
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This new understanding challenges my original research premise and opens up new 

questions and ideas that require further investigation, such as the following: Can 

papermaking increase my vocabulary and add an extra component to my work, and to the 

reading of its meaning? How can I incorporate papermaking in my practice but still be 

committed to produce books that are democratically available? What new ways of 

collaborations will be required to do so?
 
 I am committed to exploring these ideas in future 

research.  
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