
Some books have pictures and some pictures have books.

R. B. Kitaj

The exhibition Judging Books by their Covers has been conceived to 
articulate the nature and significance of  books as objects by 
considering the design and aesthetic qualities, even the simple 
material reality, of  printed books that make them effective both 
as avatars of  knowledge and as a ubiquitous presence in the 
everyday world.

The artists in the exhibition have had different reasons for 
representing and recontextualing books and their covers, but 
each in their own way shares Walter Benjamin’s insight that the 
substance of  books is not limited to their content. As is so 
movingly considered in his essay Unpacking My Library, books 
can also serve as shorthand in physical form for their own subject 
matter as well as triggers for subjectivities and intensities of  
feeling associated with how we relate to knowledge and its effects 
on our lives. 

It has to be said that while the focus of  the exhibition is not the 
current transition to publishing in digital form, it would be 
impossible to mount a show such as this one without recognizing, 
as an inevitable part of  its general context, the possibility of  
the end of  the book as we know it. In this sense, Judging Books by 
their Covers may also serve as a vehicle for considering the implica-
tions of  the book’s dematerialization. 

Marc Joseph Berg’s photographic portraits of  books and views 
of  books displayed in used book stores are part of  New and Used, 
a larger body of  work that also included a comparable treatment 
of  vinyl records. These images might simply read as nostalgic 
except that, whether through their directness or their plays on 
image and usage, they all engage with Benjamin’s more thoughtful 
reflections, notably the book’s inherent sense of  presence.

In the case of  Gayle Johnson’s paintings, they may be camp 
evocations of  the salacious covers of  cheap, vintage paperback 
novels, but they are also strongly feminist works. Their depiction 
of  different “types” used by publishers to categorize women for 
an eager audience of  literary voyeurs comment satirically and 
critically on prevailing attitudes towards women and sex.

Hans-Peter Feldmann’s Bookshelves is a virtually life-size photo-
graph of  Feldmann’s own bookshelves at his home. In terms 
of  the conceptual manipulation of  common, often discarded 
materials that is central to Feldmann’s art, the piece has been 
described as a “counterintuitive ruse in showing an everyday 
object at a grandiose scale.” Yet this is belied not only by the 
fact that the shelves are Feldmann’s own, but also that through 
its scale and subject the work becomes a revealing, even detailed 
form of  self-representation. 

As Lorraine Oades notes in her statement for Painted Theories of  
Modern Art, formal considerations inherent to painting have 
discouraged recognizing that the medium has a secondary, discursive 
function. Making the case that painting is “a formal system of  
abstraction akin to language,” in this series she investigates paint-
ing as a “ thinking” medium by reproducing prime examples of  
books identified with this discourse as, themselves, paintings.

Whether as an early example of  appropriation or ‘post-
Duchampian’, as he thought of  them, R. B. Kitaj’s portfolio of  
screenprints, In Our Time: Covers for a Small Library After the Life 
for the Most Part, is remarkable both as a demonstration of  the 
connotative potential of  pre-existing imagery and as a self-
portrait of  the artist himself. All drawn from his own library, the 
books represented bring together Kitaj’s literary interests, his left-
wing politics, and his fascination with the farcical and the allegorical. 
The untouched reproduction of  these covers conveys both the 
materiality of  the books and their use over time, and clearly 
demonstrate the importance Kitaj placed in books. 

Peter White
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