EDITIONING ONE-OF-a-KIND MULTIPLES:
NOTES TOWAID a1l UNDETSTANDING
OF ANNISELI KIEFET'S BOOKS

They stand over six feet tall-The Seoree Life of Plonts—baman-
sized tomes on the brink of losing the battls sgainst gravity

as they bow to the weight of their cwm lead pages. Monstrous
creations that, liks Anselm Kiefor's printings—or even more
to the point, like the themes he has ventured to tackle—have
grown ever larger over the course of his artistic career. And
yot there is a certain delicacy to thess books—a fineneoss of
imags that belies the lud.anPn.E;al and mormamental size. Such
temsion is notunfamiliar in Kiefer's works—works which

have posited rocks as angels and musty cages as heavenly
palaces. But to fullpunderstand Kiefor's artist's books, cne
mst examine not just at the elements inherentwithin each
volume, but alsc its relationship with other of his works

for Kiefer editicns many of his bocks s one-of -a-kind
maltiples, repeating the same titles with different content, the
same conte ntwith different titles, transforming bocks into
paintings, paintings into bocks, bocks into installations—
visual and conceptual the mes repeated and transmuted, cver
and over again.

There is something in this repetitive production styls
that is core to his artistic endeavour, mnd yeot it is almost
impossible to discern this from many of the presentations
of Kiefer's work. Heaven and Earth, the recontly touring
Kiefer esthibit, organized by the Meodern Art Museum of Fort
Worth, which prompted this essay, imparted an inkling of
the interconnsctions between his works, bat did little to
reveal the extent or pervasivenecss of his practice. Mor do
manyof the monographs and exhikit catalogs dedicated to his
art—illustrations of individual vehames belie the Ty variant
copies lorking in the background. Often his artist’s bocks
are deseribed as being “one of a kind” bocks which doss s
disservice to his working methods and curtails exploration of
its significance.

The problem is compounded by the inability for most
eritics to fully engage with Kiefer's bocks as bocks. Alltoo
often, commentary ranges from refusal to treat them as
bocks at ll to an acknowledgement of their status as artist's
bocks which quickly gives way to an awxhas trely subjoct-based
analysis, neglecting the question of why Eisfer chooses to
make bocks in the first place.

“Is The Rhire o book?™ Peter Schjeldahl asks in the
opening line of an esay appearing in the mest complete study
to date of Kisfer's books, The Books of drsdm Kigferp8iq-
1992, He answers in the negative, dehning the work instead
as “visual art”™—as though the two are mutvally scchisivel
Bocks must be published , claims Schjeldahl. Are for private
consumption. Cannot be produced by hand. Therefore: This
is not abook. Schjeldahl’s simplistic definitions and proof
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reveals an ignorance of the existing discourse on artist’s
beoks. Upon opening The ibine the reader seos a woodout
image of the river traveling across the page sproad, flowing
wround the back of the page, and on through the beok. As one
turns the pages, the view of the river changes at a pace which,
whils slow, is not monotonous. Kiefar nass the codesx formatto
pace cur journey down the river. Bach page spread foouses our
sttention on a differsnt section of the river and the narrative
wre builds as cur perspective changes, coming eventually to
cacophonows swirl of water which subsumes oll perspective.
The images alons donot tell the story, for the choice to put
them in a book format allows Kiefor to incorporate issues of
soquence, temporality, and narrative structurs into the work
of art. Schjeldahl’s own proncouncement fails even him—a
“nonbock” he resorts to calling it—"this book that is not &
beok"™—struggling to spoak sensibly within the confines of his
own self-imposed nogations.

Similarly, in the all-too-familier inability of muasenms
totreat books as books, the Hirshhorn Museum, in its
installation of the Heaven and Earth sothibit, choas to
display Kiefer's huge books such that, while fanned opened
560 degrees so that each page could be visible, they were
nevertheless positioned closs to the walls and alarmed thus
preventing viewers from walking arcund and locking into the
entire bock. This, in a reom that had more than encugh space
to place the book centrally to socommeodate fall acoess to the
pages.

The alarm sounded ever and over as each new personentered
the roeom and tried in vain to see whatwas tantalizsingly
promised and frastratingly denied. Did the curators think
that a quick glance at a coupls of pages was sufficiont to
comprebend the pisce The bost adhibit I've ever seen of
Kiefer's books was at the Smart Museum at the University of
Chicage where they held regularly -schedoled public viewings
inwhich the books were removed from their cases anda
curator paged through the volume from start to finish.

And yet, it is the very bookness of thess works that
should mtersst us—why Kiefor retarns agein and again to
this particular format and why he produces them in his ovm
uoiqueway. That his books are in some way central to his
work is acknowledged by many. Jack Flam calls them “imong
his most criginl and powerful work™ and Gots Adriani,
wlong with others, points cut bow Kiefor nses his bocks to
excplore themes he will later paint.* While it is hard to demy
that many of Kiefor's artist's books can, at first glance, sppear
preblematic as books—opaque in their intent and structure—it
was as | came to discover the nature of Kisfer's production



method that | began to ses the chaes it
provides to reading his books.

Let me describe in more detail
whiy [ say that Kiefer editions coe-
of-p-kind multiples. Certainby sach
book that Kiefer produces is unique,
noset of images or ssquence of pages
being exactly the same from one work
to the nesct. At the same time, thess
warks donot stand slone—solitary snd
contextleas, Kiefer gives the sume titls
to multiple books, as though they wers
part of in edition. And where other
artists might call such works a seriss,
numbering each pisce to uniguely
idemtify it, Kiefer rarely makes such
distinetions, Not only that, Kiefer, &
congenitel interdisciplinary artist,
may just us ensily take these titles and
apply them to cne or more paintings
or installations as well. Jumes Hyman
has detailed  similarly untraditional
practics in Kisfer's uss of woodeuts.
“Kiefer never editioned any of his prints: he doss not count
the mumber of impressions, nor is he concerned with
consisteny. As aresult, the inking and paper size muy vary
dramatically. No versionis ‘correct’ and each may play its part,
depending on the context.™

This is a cataloger’s nightmare—puintings are supposed
to be unique, editions of books are suppossd to be identical.
There should be 6 one -to-one correspondences between titls
and work and where thare isn't, one should stand insqually
far the other. That is how to build o nice, neat catalogue
raiscmnd,

But Kiefer doss not work that way.

Take, for exameple, the book referred to at the beginning
of this essay, The Saeret Life of Flants, us displayed in the Heawen
omd Earth exhibit ot the Hirshhorn Museum. The book is
constracted of lead pages dotted with paint-spattered fizlds
of stars which are labellad with the numbers HASA assigns
in its star catal oge. As ome progresses through the pages,
white lines sppear connecting various stars us if delineating
constellations. The demaity of the stars, the connecting lines,
the quantity of labels, all vary from page to page. Sometimes
the NASA smmbers are repliced with star names—EL NATH,
SHAULA, SUBRA—primarily of Arabic origin and reflecting
his intere st in alchemical texts. Ancther version of the
back, this one contsining similar pages of laballed stars,
additionally includes some puges spotted with larger pink
blobs with black dots in the middle—whatwe come to find
are sbstractsd flows re—the narrative progressing from star
fields to fields of poppiss. It is also worth mentioning two
other pieces in the exhibit which are visaally similar bt
with differing titles—another beok entitled For Robert Fludd
and consisting agrinof lead pages covered with printed
poppies andstars and laballed with thoae NASA smmbers,
and s memmoth painting, Andromada, which mimics the
white spattered starry night on lead but gives it o horizon snd
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constellation lines that connect stars in the sky to stars oo the
aarth.

Subsequent research revealed even more radical varisnts
of works gring by this title. Daniel Arosse’s Ansalm Eigler®
shows versions of The Serat Life of Hants whoss pages are
cardboard instead of lead and which consist of abstracted
photographs of sunflowers ( stark white bickground with the
flowera ap poaring as black shadews). The pages sre conted
with individnal sunflower seeds—aseds standing in for stars—
ind aguin thoae NASA smmbere. Anselm Kiefer: die sizben
Himmal sPalase 197- goor® shows variant printings using
that same title—one that locks like the sunflower version of
the book, and ancther that returns to the paint- spattered,
star-studded lead, bt this time the constallation lines ars
ocoasionally replaced with white- printed branches attached
ta the surface of the printing and small conts sppear whers
major sters might be. Aswarch of the Web sites of galleries and
maseums with Kiefer hol dings reveals images of eve n more
variants of The Seerat Life of Hants—the lead beoks repeated
in various sizes and with varying proportions of star puges to
FoPPY pages.

50 how does understanding Fiefer's artistic chodicss
help us interpret his artist's books? The veryuse of the book
structure implies aninterest in narrative, but Kiefor's visual
narritives progress ot an extre mely slow rate. Star field to
star field, one moves through these landscapes at o humam
pree—chesrving the gradusl changss in terrain that o walker
nees. Dt of step with the speed of modern transportation,
perhaps this explains why curators, impatient with the
subtlety of his narrative flow, desm it sufficient to show
only a few sampls piges. Add to this narrative style the
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