
I want to talk about the binding of books. Not as a technical process but as a 
set of structural forces. I think the binding of every book exerts contrary forces 
on its content.



Binding enables content — various, messy, disorganised content — to be 
presented as a unified proposition, as a singular thing. This is how an editor 
regards binding. As the material embodiment of processes like compiling, 
relating, anthologising.



But I mean binding as the graphic designer understands it. I want to follow 
through what the Mexican artist and publisher Ulises Carrión meant when he 
wrote that books are the accidental containers of content.

I think this is what he meant. He would call this a novel where nothing 
happens. Page after page of sentences and paragraphs that never 
acknowledge that they are in a book. They just happen to be in a book. But 
they don’t *belong* there. Except sometimes they do, whether by accident, or 
design.



I’ll read from the chance encounter at the beginning of Nabokov’s ‘Despair’:

‘Naturally, one always prefers people to say: “He resembles you,” and not the 
other way round. In appealing to me for help this petty scoundrel was just 
feeling the ground in view of future demands. At the back of his muddle brain 
there lurked, maybe, the reflection that I ought to be thankful to him for his 
generously granting me, by the mere fact of his own existence, the occasion 
of looking like him. Our resemblance struck me as a freak bordering on the 
miraculous. What interested me was mainly my wishing to see any 
resemblance at all. He appeared to my eyes as my double,



that is, a creature bodily identical with me. It was this absolute sameness 
which gave me so piercing a thrill. He on his part saw in me a doubtful 
imitator. I wish to lay stress, however, on the dimness of those ideas of his. He 
would certainly not have understood my comments upon them, the dullard.’ 



Binding keeps the book together. Until the book is opened. Now the binding 
divides the opening. 



As a display device, an open book is symmetrical. Made for pairs of eyes.



and hands.



And so, unavoidably, a book has two-ness.  



Its facing pages are two equal parts. 



They are intertwined.



Like text and image. 



But text and image operate at different frequencies. On different channels. 



Text and image have different economies.

This is an artist book by Sol Lewitt. The verso page reads:

“A line equal in length to half the distance from a point halfway between the 
centre of the page and the lower left corner to a point halfway between the 
midpoint of the left side and the upper left corner, drawn from a point halfway 
between the centre of the page and the upper right corner toward a point 
halfway between the midpoint of the right side and the lower right corner.”

The recto page just is that. Different economies.



So what is two-ness good for?



For a graphic designer it’s a filtering mechanism for content. Here is the main 
text. Here are the supporting images.



Two-ness naturally stages comparison. Eyes scan back and forth over this 
binding registering difference and similarity. That was precisely the project of 
its authors, the German photographers Bernd and Hilla Becher.





No exhibition could stage this content as perfectly as a book.



Here two-ness simply registers quantitative difference.



Difference in time. We cannot read both pages of an open book at once. Now 
with relation to this. Now with relation to that.



Here data are related through horizontality and alignment. West and East.



In and out. 



Up and down. Over and under.



Not all openings in a binding are the same. This is a true spread.



The point in the middle of a signature where the opening is a continuous 
surface of paper. 



Here is the two-ness of a meeting.



The binding is a meeting point.



I said that the binding at once unites and divides. Binding engineers analogy, 
likeness, as distinct from sameness. Things that are not alike find a family 
resemblance through binding. The German picture editor Stefan Lorant was 
the master of this force. 





Others, like Oswald Ungers, used it to reimagine the city through metaphor, 
appealing to some universal likeness of form and structure.





Jasper Morrison and Tony Arefin used it to create formal unions. 





Two-ness is elementary. 

‘It is said that every word, and more generally every linguistic sign, is an entity 
with two sides. .. It is rightly said that the two components are intimately 
related, that they call for each other ...’



Like a boundary between an original and its transcription,



translation,



interpretation.



But true two-ness in a book is unnatural, strange. Resemblance becomes 
reflexive, 



speculative,



counterfactual.







When likeness is stretched, the force of a binding comes under tension



becomes uncomfortable.



Discordant. A broken analogy. A monstrous resemblance. 



If it’s not me
If it’s me
If it’s not me
If it’s me
If it’s not me, it’s me
If it’s not me it’s not me
It’s not me if it’s me
If it’s me it’s me



Now we see the book as a differentiator. 



In Polarity and Analogy, Two types of argumentation in early Greek thought, 
G. E. R. Lloyd wrote: 

‘The most important distinction, here, is that between contradictories and contraries: if two propositions 

are contradictories, then to prove the one it is sufficient to refute the other; but if two propositions are 

contraries (incompatible, but not contradictories), then it is not enough simply to refute the one in order 

to demonstrate the other (for it may be that neither is true).’ 



It is not the case that all colours are either black or white, but every whole 
number is either odd or even. 



Swiss artist Thomas Huber said books are for reporting on good and evil.





Facing pages stage conflict. Be it gendered,



politicised,



intergalactic. 



I said that not all openings are the same. As well as true spreads there are 
openings between sections of a binding. This is where binding works hardest, 
uniting two completely different paper surfaces that might have been printed 
on different presses at different times. 



Graphic designers are normally obliged to smooth over these breaks. But not 
always: this book designed by GTF changes its graphic design for each 
section of its binding, even if that happens, by accident, to be in the middle of 
a sentence. 





Ulises Carrión said that the book is a sequence of spaces.



I think of it like a passage.



A becoming.



Each page presents its front ...



and its back.



Two at a time. 



Doors open, but pages turn.



Amidst this turning, some texts know they are in a book.



Here Irma Boom modulates the size of type 



in a single essay, 



so that it precisely fits each page.



Fit is prioritised over consistent size.



Edward Tufte’s argument in text and images is reasoned to fit precisely into 
the book.



Each opening becomes a unit of the argument. Text and image are 
choreographed.





Of 100 openings only 6 have text that runs over from the previous opening. 











Sometimes content can be made self-conscious, site-specific in that way. 
Sometimes content aligns perfectly with the book, pages become slices. The 
mortadella sausage *belongs* in a book. 













That is all I have, so it just remains to close the book. 






