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The University of Arizona Museum of Art is pleased to present Livres d’artistes: 
Selections from the Ritter Collection, an exhibition showcasing a highly 
specialized form of artistic production, and one that may be unfamiliar to 
many for its relative rarity. 

The livre d’artiste is a specific yet variable genre, so much so as to nearly defy 
definition. Scholars, curators and critics continue to debate its fundamental 
characteristics, agreeing most often (and vehemently) on what the livre d’artiste 
is not, yet remaining unable to firmly pin it down.1 Even the term, livre 
d’artiste, complicates matters: a literal translation from the French, as “artists’ 
books,” misleads by implication, bringing to mind distinctly different aesthetic 
and material interventions by artists into the very notion of Book-ness; and 
the frequent substitution of “artist-illustrated books,” while accurate in a literal 
sense, too broadly suggests commercial intent. In other words, the livre d’artiste 
is a curiosity, an example of artistic work about which the critical the fine hairs 
split; or, as one critic put it simply, while “every livre d’artiste is an artist’s book 
[…] not every artist’s book is a livre d’artiste.”2 Perhaps such confusion is both 
inevitable and just: the livre d’artiste not only represents a collusion of complex 
interests – social, political, economic and cultural – but also the establishment 
of a print tradition of commissioned collaborations between visual artists and 
texts (an inherently mutable and unpredictable process) toward the creation of 
unique volumes.  

A distinctive product of French modernism, the livre d’artiste came into being 
at the end of the 19th century and matured through the 20th. The genre 
was intrinsically eccentric in form, and its success – relatively modest, at first 
– was predicated on an urbane European cosmopolitanism and developing 
markets for avant-garde (predominantly Cubist, Surrealist, and Symbolist) 
experimentation. Spearheaded most significantly by gallery owners turned 
publishers (notably Ambroise Vollard and Henry Kahnweiler, among others) 
who commissioned an astonishing range of visual artists, every livre d’artiste 

1	 For a representative sample of interpretive perspectives and sources for the historical information cited 
here, see Riva Castleman, A Century of Artists Books (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1995); Johanna 
Drucker, The Century of Artists’ Books (New York: Granary Press, 1994); Johanna Drucker, “The Artist’s Book as 
Idea and Form,”(www.granarybooks.com/books/drucker2/drucker2.4.html); Robert Flynn Johnson, Artists’ Books 
in the Modern Era 1870-2000: The Reva and David Logan Collection of Illustrated Books (San Francisco: Fine Arts 
Museums of San Francisco, 2002); and W.J. Strachan, The Artist and the Book in France: The 20th Century Livre 
d’artiste (New York: George Wittenborn, 1969).

2	 Donna Stein, “When A Book is More Than A Book,” in Johnson, Artists’ Books in the Modern Era, 17.
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was also a team endeavor. Modern masters were enlisted along with young 
upstarts, and matched with poems and prose ranging from the experimental to the 
traditional; from there, each project required papermakers, printers, typesetters, etc. 
– a myriad of skilled craftsmen.

Although always inventive, livres d’artistes are distinguished by several elements: 
printed by specialty ateliers, in relatively small, limited editions, the volumes feature 
original images juxtaposed in relation – variably designed – to text. Commonly 
encased in boxes, the folios are comprised of sheets of carefully selected handmade 
paper, often unbound and frequently oversized, and sometimes cut and folded to 
unusual effect; the text is handset in distinctive typefaces, in flexible and perhaps 
stylized relation to the page size.3 The effect of the entirety is akin to a conversation, 
an exchange between text and image that transforms both.  

3	 For additional perspectives on the livre d’artiste tradition, see the essays included in The Dialogue Between Paint-
ing and Poetry: Livres d’Artistes 1874-1999, ed. Jean Khalfa (Cambridge, UK: Black Apollo Press, 2001); and a related 
New York Public Library exhibition brochure, French Book Art / Livres d’Artistes (New York: NYPL, 2006).
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Consider, for example, Si je mourais là-bas, on view in the exhibition, which joins 
eighteen wood engravings by Georges Braque (1882–1963) with selections from 
a suite of poems by Guillaume Apollinaire (1880–1918).4 An exemplary model, it 
reveals the basic conventions of the livre d’artiste as well as the creative flexibility 
inherent in it. To “unpack” this book is to explicate the genre, to literally unfold its 
physical components in order to uncover the elemental aspects of the tradition. 

Published in 1962, a year before Braque’s death, Si je mourais là-bas (“If I Die Over 
There”) is an oversized volume encased in a custom-made box, or emboîtage. The 
cover is embossed with an abstract calligraphic form reminiscent of a star burst, 
in bright orange, to visually announce the stylistic tone of its contents. Inside 
is a series of layered wrappings, each printed distinctively: the slipcase (étui), an 
inner sleeve (chemise), an inner cover (couverture), a half-title page (faux-titre), a 
frontispiece, a title page (page de titre) and several blank fly-leaves (pages de garde) 
for protection. The heart of the book, the relational pages of text and image, is 
thus introduced and enclosed. Finally, a colophon page, or achevé d’imprimer, lists 
printing and production details: in this case, the volume is number 80 of a limited 
edition of 150; it was printed by Marthe Fequet and Pierre Baudier, on a handmade 
rag paper, Moulin d’Ambert; and the text was set in Garamond, a particularly 
popular type choice for livres d’artistes.5 The package in its entirety brings to mind 
the human body, ensconced and adorned, its quintessential elements functioning in 
concert; unique yet recognizably of the species, it is a mystery, and reveals itself only 
through a process of careful consideration.

While Braque and Apollinaire were closely associated as leading contributors to the 
great formal revolution of Cubism, the production of Si je mourais là-bas dates to 
some forty years after the poet’s death. The volume includes a dedication, penned 
by Braque, that reads, “This book commemorates the eightieth birthday of the 
artist, the poet’s comrade in the trenches,” in reference to the World War I service 
(albeit in different capacities and at different times) of both men.6 In terms of its 
content and the circumstances of its production, the book resonates on multiple 
levels: as reminiscence on a particularly tumultuous period, marked both by a 
horrendous war and extraordinary artistic production; as autobiographical review, 
a re-encounter with the artist’s early roots and an homage to comrades in the art 

4	 Georges Braque/Guillaume Apollinaire, Si je mourais là-bas (Paris: Louis Broder Éditeur, 1962).

5	 For a thorough description of the elements of the livre d’artiste, see Strachan, The Artist and the Book in France, 
chapter 9. For details on Si je mourais là-bas, see Johnson, Artists’ Books in the Modern Era, 232.

6	 See Johnson, Op. Cit., who notes this point about military service.
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wars, so to speak, lost along the way; and as testament to the artist’s enduring 
inventiveness through time, for the liveliness and crisp precision of his images 
are rendered very much in the present-tense. 

W.J. Strachan, who was possessed of a life-long passion for the livre d’artiste, 
reports that “when the publisher Louis Broder asked him if he would illustrate 
Apollinaire’s ‘poèmes à Lou’ he consented with enthusiasm…” and, in Strachan’s 
view, Braque “pulled out all the stops” to realize the project. Writing in 1969, 
Strachan assessed it as “one of the best books of the present decade” and was so 
moved by the volume as to write: “Looking through it and at the generous use 
of space to set off Braque’s designs and his subtle evocations of the poetry calls 
to mind de Staël’s observation apropos illustration: ‘breathe… breathe… never 
think of the definite apart from the ephemeral…’”7 

It may be that the livre d’artiste, as a genre, so confounds expectations because 
it exists in a poetic space where the “definite” and the “ephemeral” overlap. 
Each book, with its often unpaginated sheets, provides a series of encounters; 
looking becomes an act of meandering, rather than of reading in the more 
linear sense. This holds equally true for the contemporary examples presented 
in the exhibition, which expand upon the livre d’artiste tradition in new and 
surprising ways. In every case, the experience of looking, first intended for 
the collector/connoisseur’s eye, shifts again through exhibition, as volumes 
produced for private pleasure literally open up to public view. 

While Livres d’artistes: Selections from the Ritter Collection demonstrates the 
originality and diversity of a lesser-known mode of creative collaboration, 
it is also a testament to the important and enduring relationship between 
museums and private collectors. Mel and Robin Ritter, for example, are 
guided by their passionate interest in livres d’artistes to ensure that these rare 
objects remain safe and intact for posterity. It is only through their generosity 
that the University of Arizona Museum of Art has this opportunity to present 
such an exceptional selection.

Dr. Lisa Fischman 
Chief Curator 
May 2006

7	 Strachan, The Artist and the Book in France, 193.
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Random House, 1969
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San Francisco: Arion Press, 1982
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