A deep love for books has shaped Dr Caren Florance’s life. The Australian artist, book
designer-topographer and former University of Otago printer in residence returned to
Dunedin recently for World Book Day. She talked to Rebecca Fox about finding her

‘jam’ and her dream home.

Living a life
by the books

R Caren Florance lovingly

runs a hand over an early

19-century royal
Columbian “Eagle” handpress
in the Otakou Press Room at
the University of Otago.

Itwas a chance opportunity
towork with machines like
this that changed Florance’s
life.

Atuniversity studying
English — as any great book
lover does — she took a
bibliography and scholarship
class, which involved a
letterpress workshop at art
school.

“That just changed
everything. Itwas one of those
things where everyone else
was setting their poem for this
bookwe made and I had set my
poem and the title page and
then the colophon [the
publishers emblem].

“Because I was just like, this
ismy jam.”

She loved how it was upside
down and back to front.

“It just felt so exciting to set
words by hand.”

So exciting, in fact, she
“busted agut” togetintoart
school so she could get back to
that equipment.

“Iwent there to get to the
letterpress and discovered
that people were using it to
make artist books. And that
just shifted everything.

“‘So now I make normal
booksbutI also make artist
books [works of art in the form
of abook].”

Florance, adjunct assistant
professor in the Centre for
Creative and Cultural
Research atthe University of
Canberra, puts her love of
letters and words down to her
love of books, which
developed, she thinks, from
notknowing she needed eye
glasses as a child.

“Everything was a bit fuzzy
out there and no-one knew. I
was just reading all the time
because that was what I could
do and the storieswere so
great.”

When the Australian
government introduced
eyesight and dental checks in
schools in the 1970s, itwas
discovered she needed
glasses.

“Suddenly I had this sharp
world butby then I'd got the
bookbug.”

Florance also remembers
her great-aunt sending her
little pads of multi-coloured
paper which she would fill
with stories and pictures and
send back to her.

“Iremember doing them. It
was fun to make a book.”

These days Florance, who
wasbased in Canberra for 35
years, makes books — from
beautifully made fine press
books to photocopy zines,
little pamphlets that have fun
things in them, often produced
under the imprint Ampersand
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“Then in between is this
whole world of artist books,
which canbe any shape, they
canbe unique or an edition of
50 orwhatever.”

Sometimes they are
repurposed dictionaries or
encyclopedias, made out of
recycled materials, a
collection of a printmaker’s
works orit is people wanting
to publish their own stories in
an imaginative way.

As many book artists use
other creatives’ material in
their creations, Florance used

her PhD at the University of
Canberra to try toworkouta
way she and poets could
collaborate equally on a work.

So she made elaborate
books using poetry by “real
poets, inreal time”, but also
created poetry books for poets
to sell at their readings.

“They were versions of the
sort of things I was making. I
really like working with poets
because they think differently
and it makes me think
differently.”

In a collaboration with poet
Melinda Smith the pair
reimagined text from the Old
Parliament House sign room.

Smith took text off old signs
and moved them around and
Florance printed new signs.
They also made poetry books.

“So it was sort of like trying
to make it a good deal for the
poet and for the artist, rather
than just making work that
uses someone else's ideas.
And I actually got a good deal
outofit,and itwas an
interesting exercise.”

To exhibit the works she
made as part of her PhD, she
created different reading
zones in agallery in Canberra.

“Ithink my best idea of my
PhD, apart from the being
equitable with the poets, is I
made aroom, so there was a
kitchen table where you could
sitand read smaller books and
there was a lounge area where
you could read the sort of the
poets'books and zines and
things.”

She found people struggle to
know how to read or handle
artist books and they often sit
on ashelfas people do not
know why they are made or
who they are for.

So atauction she boughta
large newspaper reading table
originally from the National
Library of Australia to put the
huge books she had made.

“I justwanted them to
recognise, or feel comfortable
in a space to approach that
book.

“We all know whata
bathroom is, we all know what
abedroom is, butifthey can
feel comfortable looking
through abook in a space that
suits the book, if they're
something they can actually
sit comfortably with, it might
make a difference.”

Dr Caren Florance visits the
Otakou Press Room at the
Universi!y of Otagoona
recentvisit to Dunedin to
speak at a World Book Day
event. PHOTO: LINDA RDBmTSON

A risograph print, Profit Skull, from Always/Never, a book Florance

has recently finished after three years” work.

Artists are often concerned
about damage to their books if
displayed, requiring people to
putongloves or chaining
books to tables. In libraries
and museums they are often
displayed behind glass.

“It’s arisk. Ifyou want
people to engage with it, then
you have to take risks.

“Idid get one page stolen
from one book and luckily I
had a spare and I only realised
itwhen I sold it to someone
and realised there was a piece
missing.”

Florance had hoped todo a
similar exercise in other
places but Covid put paid to
that, although she hopes she
may be able to resurrect the
idea.

Alongside making books,
Florance was for many years a
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sessional lecturer for the
Australian National
University School of Art &
Design’s printmedia and
drawing workshop, and also
lectured for visual
communications, heritage and
environment, and creative
writing at the Faculty of Arts &
Design, University of
Canberra, although since
Covid she has reduced the
amount of teaching she does.

Creating books was really
satisfying for Florance, even
though it can be dirty and
painstaking work at times.

“There's this sense of
achievement. I've got
something in the world.

“It's this thing that's going to
hopefully outlast me, maybe. I
think every time I get abuzz.”

Overthe years she has

Getting Away With It by Florance and Peter Lyssiotis exhibited in

Sydney street-front gallery SLOT in 2023.

amassed much of the
equipment to make her own
books. By getting to know old
printers and those in industry
she has been able to collect
presses and type when they
closed down.

“Ilove the wood type
because it's always, no matter
ifyou have,you know, all the
letters and multiples of the
letters, they're always
different because they age.”

Then in 2021, her close
friends Michael Hudson and
JadwigaJarvis, who ran
Wayzgoose Press died, and as
executor Florance spent 18
months sorting their estate.

She inherited their
letterpress equipment and
theirlarge type for making
posters.

“Itwas very nice of them to
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basically leave me their
letterpress and leave me the
money to buy the shed. And
basically Yadwiga said stop
doing all this other stuff, just
getonwithit.”

She has recently moved on
to a property in Bega, New
South Wales, 2.5 hours south
of Canberra, where she has
created her “dream, forever
home” —including alarge
shed built to house her three
printing presses, 16 cabinets
of type and bookbinding
equipment.

Ithasalso enabled herto
unpack her collection of books
that have been in a storage
unit, making friends again
with old favourites.

“For the next 10 to 15 years
I'm going to be stable and
productive.”



