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Keith Dietrich and Heléne van Aswegen have 
worked closely together over the past 15 years 
during which time they have focused predominantly 
on making artist’s books. Heléne has also 
collaborated with Keith by binding all his books. 
They have also produced two books together, 
namely kwaaiafrikaans (2018) and Africa Imagined | 
Africa Explored: A selection of maps from the Hugh 
Solomon Collection, Stellenbosch University Library 
(2017). Collectively, their work is represented in 
the National Museum of African Art, Smithsonian 
Collection, Washington DC; Smithsonian Libraries, 
Washington DC; the Library of Congress, Washington 
DC; Yale University, New Haven; the British Library; 
the Jack Ginsberg Centre for Book Arts, Wits Art 
Museum; the Unisa Collection; and the Stellenbosch 
University Library Special Collection. This catalogue 
provides examples of a range of bookworks that are 
included on their exhibition. This is the first time 
that all Keith and Heléne’s books have been shown 
together.
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This work is a pure celebration of paper and structure and 
the possibilities of this humble medium, which remains 
integral to so many artistic and design practices. Although 
this work is reminiscent of much of my work on a formal 
level, it has been produced free from any semiotic or 
representational constraints. Taking on a toroidal flag 
book form, the structure is extremely calculated despite 
seeming chaotic at first glance.

HELÉNE VAN ASWEGEN
Untitled (modified flagbook structure)

2019
Heat Tranfer foil on cotton paper

37 x 37 x 10 cm



HELÉNE VAN ASWEGEN
Waiting for something bad to happen

2019
10 colours cotton thread and cotton paper

65 x 56 cm
Series of 2

Waiting for something bad to happen is a study of an 
exploding smoke bomb, meticulously embroidered by 
hand onto paper.  An explosive sliver of time at the moment 
the smoke grenade detonates is preserved by means of 
a time-consuming process involving sewing, a medium 
so familiar to any practicing bookbinder. The image 
depicts a dense torus shaped cloud which eventually 
spreads into a smoke screen, which temporarily serves 
to conceal, but ultimately fades away. The piece and its 
title refers to tendency to express unnecessary anxieties 
over possible negative outcomes in the future, which 
usually dissipate once the dust has settled.



KEITH DIETRICH
Lindale : reverie in monochrome, passages through 

troubled sites; a short tale in 41 Acts
2019

Stellenbosch: The Strange Press 
Handbound by Heléne van Aswegen 

One volume in a slipcase
Regular section folds with coptic binding

Archival ink on cotton paper
24 x 24 cm 

Edition of 19

My grandfather’s farm Lindale was my childhood 
heimat, a place where I spent countless holidays 
during the first decade of my life in the company 
of my grandparents. Having been haunted by 
Lindale ever since my grandfather died in 1961, I 
undertook a journey from the house where I grew 
up in Johannes-burg to Lindale in the Schoemans- 
kloof Valley, and armed with my father’s Six-20 
Kodak Brownie C Box camera, I took photographs 
of places I remembered along the way, as well as 
on and around Lindale. This narrative takes the 
form of fragmented memories of Lindale, which 
takes the shape of an open-spine book. Contrary 
to the conventional practices of book design and 
layout, the images and texts perched on the very 
edges of the pages, as if they are about to fall 
off and be forgotten. Memories do not exist as 
structured narratives but are fragments that float 
in nothingness—in this case the uncharacterised 
space of white paper—where they precariously slip 
in and out of the fog of memory. I have interlaced 
these enchanting memories with the first decade of 
the construction and implementation of Apartheid 
legislation that took place over the first decade 
of my life, ending with the constitution of the 
Republic in 1961. Altogether 41 Acts of Parliament 
are hidden behind pages of black tracing paper. 
As a child, I was oblivious of this. 



HELÉNE VAN ASWEGEN
Untitled

2019
Heat transfer foil drawings, 1-3

Heat-transfer foil on paper
100 x 70 cm

This series of drawings is part of a larger body of 
work where I explore bookbinding materials and 
processes as art mediums in unconventional 
ways. The drawings are produced with heat 
transfer foil and a heated brass hand tool to 
cast an impression of black pigment onto paper. 
This method is traditionally used by a binder to 
emboss typography and decorations onto the 
covers of books. I furthermore constructed 
the frames of these works with chipboard and 
book cloth, materials which are usually used for 
making the covers of books. Considering the 
precarious and liminal position artists’ books 
are in (i.e. not just a book, nor a typical artwork) 
it is curious to allow for a kind of full circle 
exploration of the metamorphosis of binding 
materials stripped from its typical book-making 
application. 



HELÉNE VAN ASWEGEN AND NEIL LE ROUX 
Mine

2018
Cotton paper, linen thread and aluminium foil. 

45 x 41 x 5.8 cm
Unique

Working predominantly in the respective fields of 
drawing and bookbinding, we decided to collaborate 
on an artwork that combines elements from both 
these genres. We however approached this project by 
working in non-conventional ways: drawing by taking 
away (or cutting) as opposed to mark making, and 
binding a paper block on all four sides to keep it closed 
as opposed to be opened and paged through like a 
typical book. The result is a fixed stack of sixty 420gsm 
paper sheets, each with holes cut out at different sizes. 
We took inspiration from the epic terraces of open-pit 
mines such as the Grasberg mine in Indonesia and the 
Bingham Canyon mine in the United States. By being 
both profoundly beautiful and terrifying at the same 
time, the formal qualities of these pit mines evoke a 
sense of the sublime as defined by the eighteenth-
century philosopher Edmund Burke. These massive 
holes are visceral visual artifacts of both human 
engineering ingenuity and our devastating impact 
on the natural environment. The process of mining, 
excavating multiple layers of matter to uncover treasure 
is not too dissimilar to how we discover and assimilate 
knowledge. By uncovering one page at a time, we delve 
deeper into stories, unearthing mental treasures as we 
read a book.



HELÉNE VAN ASWEGEN & KEITH DIETRICH
kwaaiafrikaans

2018 
Stellenbosch: The Strange Press

Handbound by Heléne van Aswegen
Regular section folds dipped in wax with coptic binding

24 x 24 cm
Archival ink on cotton paper 

Edition of 10

kwaaiafrikaans is a collaborative bookwork between 
Heléne van Aswegen and Keith Dietrich. The work 
was initiated by Heléne, and both artists came 
together and played with various mediums to find 
materials in which they shared a common interest. 
They settled on paper overlaid with inscribed 
black foil and ink, which was dipped in wax. What 
emerged from their collaboration is a section-fold 
open-spine book with coptic stiching comprising 
black foil drawings enhanced with gold foil on the 
one side and texts on the other.  From that point 
onwards they worked fairly independently of each 
other, with Heléne conceptualising and executing 
the drawings while Keith compiled and designed 
the A-Z list of kwaai Afrikaans words. 



KEITH DIETRICH, MIMI SEYFFERT, 
ELRI LIEBENBERG AND HELÉNE VAN ASWEGEN

Africa Imagined | Africa Explored: A selection of maps 
from the Hugh Solomon Collection, Stellenbosch 

University Library
2017 

Stellenbosch: Stellenbosch University Library
Handbound by Heléne van Aswegen with half-leather 

covers and oxford spine
Regular section folds

Archival ink on cotton paper
24 x 24 cm.

Edition of 10

Africa Imagined | Africa Explored introduces, 
documents and describes maps from the 
Hugh Solomon collection of the Stellenbosch 
University Library and Information Service. The 
book comprises a complete catalogue of the 
Hugh Solomon collection of maps of Africa by 
European cartographers, while eighteen key 
maps constitute the focus of this book. The 
oldest map in the collection, Africae Tabula 
Nova Edita Antverpia by Abraham Ortelius dates 
from 1570, while the most recent map, Map 
of Africa with the latest discoveries by James 
Wyld dates back to 1855. The collection also 
has two irreplaceable unidentified sea charts of 
which no printed copies have been traced. An 
essay by Keith Dietrich examines cartographic 
conventions regarding the depiction of Africa 
that pre-date the `Voyages of Discovery’, 
while Prof Elrie Liebenberg writes on the main 
cartographic paradigms that affected the 
evolution of the map of the African continent 
since medieval times.



KEITH DIETRICH
Between the folds | Drifting among shadows

2016
Stellenbosch: The Strange Press

Handbound by Heléne van Aswegen 
Two volumes in a solandar box

Supported accordion binding
Archival ink on cotton and tracing paper

24 x 25 cm 
Edition of 10

This book was informed by seven psychogeographic walks 
that I undertook in Leipzig and Dresden in 2014 where I 
followed my great-grandfather’s `shadow’ between the 
places he lived in these cities before emigrating to South 
Africa in 1861. The project unfolded itself in the form of an 
interplay between loss of memory, self-imposed silence 
and the loss of knowledge regarding past histories, events, 
entanglements and catastrophes. In this book I play with 
various formal devices regarding the design, typography, 
folding and binding of the pages of the book. These are 
significant in that the sign values of the devices and materials, 
such as folding, layering, stitching, binding and covers, are 
intertwined with the content of the works. The volumes of 
the book are constructed from tracing paper and cotton rag 
paper in a way that the texts and images are partly concealed 
by being embedded in blackened pages or are bound and 
partly hidden between the folds of the pages. In the book 
Images are also read through the transparent paper as layers 
and intertexts inscribed over one another, and as such read 
as palimpsests. The book invites the participation of the 
reader to engage with it by paging back and forth and to peer 
between and underneath the pages to discover images and 
fragments of texts hidden between the folds. As these pages 
unfold, traces of one image are read through others by way 
of transparencies or punched holes. In order to comprehend 
the book, one is encouraged to physically interact with it by 
paging forwards and backwards and by separating the pages 
to peer between them. As such, the volumes work against 
the grain of linear reading by disrupting its sequential flow.



HELÉNE VAN ASWEGEN
Boundless

2015
Black cotton thread and cotton paper 

70 x 100 cm
Series of 2

As a binder by occupation the process of sewing is quite prevalent in the 
realm of bookbinding. After the papers of a book are folded, the task of 
sewing them together produces the most satisfying effect transforming 
loose sheets into a multiple plane object. Books are not always sewn, they 
are sometimes stapled, glued, ring bound or even bolted. Nevertheless, 
the technique of stitched paper remains preferential on a structural, 
functional and arguably an aesthetic basis. It is with this thought in mind 
that I decided to celebrate the humble stitch that usually disappears in 
the gutter of the book. By removing its original function I attempt to bring 
the visual potential of the thread to the fore. The abstract image invites 
the viewer to see what they want to see - similar to viewing clouds in the 
sky or the varying images evoked in our minds when reading the same 
story. 



Stalemate: The art of being right responds to 
Paul Stopforthʼs artwork The Interrogators 
(1979), which is a series of portraits of the 
individuals who controversially interrogated 
Steve Biko before his death. This work 
reflects on what I consider to be one of the 
root causes underlying political controversies, 
namely the firm belief of individuals that their 
opinions and what they stand for are right. I 
propose that the cause of controversy is not 
necessarily the differences of opinion, as 
much as an uncompromising commitment to 
one’s own beliefs that disregards differences 
of opinion. The title makes reference to Arthur 
Schopenhauer’s Eristische Dialektik: Die Kunst, 
Recht zu Behalten (1831), which is a sarcastic 
systematic exposition of rhetorical stratagems 
commonly used in debate.

HELÉNE VAN ASWEGEN
Stalemate: The art of being right

First edition: 2013
Archival ink on cotton paper

Leather-bound book
21.8x 21.8 x 10.8 cm



KEITH DIETRICH & HANS HEESE
Fragile Histories, Fugitive Lives | Justice and Injustice 

at the Cape, 1692-1701
2012

Stellenbosch: The Strange Press
Handbound by Heléne van Aswegen 

Two volumes in single covers in a slipcase
Archival ink on cotton paper 

Accordion fold 
24.8 x 250 cm when open

Edition of 10

Fragile Histories, Fugitive Lives comprises two 
sections that narrate the tensions and textures 
of early colonial encounters at the Cape of Good 
Hope. The work alludes to the rich though unsettled 
histories of the people who inhabited this globalised 
space that was characterised by an astonishing 
cultural, linguistic and religious diversity, comprising 
indigenous Khoi and San people; slaves from Africa 
and the Indian subcontinent; slaves, political exiles 
and convicts from the Dutch East Indies (Indonesia); 
free blacks; slaves born at the Cape; Chinese and 
European visitors and settlers; and the hybrid mixing 
of these groups. The only traces left behind by many 
of these people are in the form of court records of 
trials at the Cape. The 25-running-metre accordion-
fold section comprises a strip of text that runs 
through the entire volume that  records 1220 trials 
that took place in Cape Town during the 1700s, and 
in particular by the atrocious sentences that were 
meted out for transgressions against a social order 
in which these people found themselves. The text 
comprises actual material from the afore-mentioned 
trials, such as their dates, and the names, ages 
and origins of the offenders in dark grey type, and 
summaries of both their crimes and sentences set 
in red type.



HELÉNE VAN ASWEGEN
Human Nature 001-003

2011
Various combined components of analogue 

technologies,  contained in custom-made solander 
boxes

22.1 x 22 x 8.2 cm
Series of 3

Unique

The series Human Nature is an intricate re-imagination of 
previously functional analogue and technological components 
in unexpected formal arrangements, housed in book-like 
structures. The work reflects on German philosopher Martin 
Heidegger’s famous ‘tool-theory’, the classic example of which 
being the user of the hammer whose engagement with his tool 
is solely focused on its ability to knock in a nail. As long as the 
tool does not break, the user is mostly not fully attentive to 
the object itself, taking it for granted as a means to an end, or 
an extension of the body. We use technologies and tools on a 
daily basis without consciously recognizing the object’s various 
qualities, and how it came to be. 



KEITH DIETRICH
Many Rivers to Cross | Conflict Zones, Boundaries and Shared Waters 

2011
Stellenbosch: The Strange Press

Handbound by Heléne van Aswegen
Four volumes in a solandar box

Archival ink on cotton paper
Section and accordion fold

25 x 25 cm 
Edition of 10

Many Rivers to Cross focuses on the Gariep, Great 
Fish and Vaal rivers and is informed by the rich 
historical arena in which successive power struggles 
played themselves out across these rivers; by the 
entangled conflicts of diverse human populations 
that inhabited our land around these rivers and by 
the complex relationships between colonial contact 
and terrain. In a country with extremely limited and 
fragile water resources, these rivers also constitute 
important water courses that are linked in a web 
of shared waters or inter-basin transfer systems 
that play a significant role in sustaining water for 
industrial, agricultural and domestic use, serving as 
the lifelines for the country’s population. With the 
rapidly increasing demands placed on their waters, 
and the toxic effluents being drained into them, 
these rivers are at risk. Considering the above, they 
stand as metaphors for the pain and suffering that 
our country has undergone. Simultaneously they 
also represent the importance of shared water for 
the future hope and survival of our country. The 
images map the body over the land. Suffering 
and hope are depicted as patterns and centres of 
energy superimposed over riverbeds, while bodily 
organs and circulatory systems mirror these river 
catchments as webs and folds of life.



HELÉNE VAN ASWEGEN
Ctrl+P

2011
Handmade illuminated manuscript. 

Full leather-bound book with archival paper, ink and watercolour
39 x 29 x 2.4 cm

From the handwritten word to binary code, the 
evolution of print and information technology 
has resulted in unexpected modifications to the 
way we contain and preserve information. Ctrl+P 
reflects on two versions of these information 
technologies from different eras in the medieval 
tradition of illuminated manuscript. Firstly, the 
text consists of software code that instructs a 
computer to print an image. Written in Javascript, 
it is not understood as a spoken language and 
is not usually encountered in a handwritten 
format. The text is accompanied by watercolour 
illustrations depicting the physical process 
involved in the production of paper. Each page 
was meticulously written and painted by hand 
with gilded lettering in gold and bound in leather 
with handmade brass clasps and title plate. 



HELÉNE VAN ASWEGEN
Bookoff r iends 

2010
Used coffee-filtered remnants from one year’s 

socialising
Handbound 

Dimensions variable 
Unique book

Bookoffriends consists of bound coffee filters, collected, 
dried and cleaned over the duration of a year.  Each filter 
represents the social interaction with a friend or acquaintance.  
The engagement of physically meeting someone for a cup 
of coffee can be seen as a direct attempt to circumvent 
our ever increasing tendency to rather ‘catch up’ via social 
media platforms provided on the internet, such as Facebook 
or Instagram. The coffee stains on the filter papers serves 
as the metaphorical ink that documents the conversations 
held that day, each stain being unique. The individual pages 
are slightly brittle and frail, stiffened on the edges by the 
accumulated coffee stains. However, when bound together 
the book becomes quite robust and a caterpillar-esque 
form emerges, which allows the viewer to reconfigure the 
arrangement of the object. It is also interesting to note that 
the gesture of co-creating the content seems to contradict 
practice of typical authorship associated with writing a book. 
The process of asking people to help create the contents of 
a book mirrors the peer-to-peer accumulation of knowledge 
and information via the internet (for example Wikipedia). 



The Nature of Technology parodies research 
journals with scientific illustrations as well 
as accompanying text. The book contains 
detailed watercolour studies of found, broken 
or archaic technologies in a futile attempt to 
comprehend each specimen’s inner workings. 
The accompanying texts mimics the vernacular of 
binary code alluding to information inaccessible 
to the viewer. The binary code is not meant to 
be understood as the way these technologies 
function remains hidden to most users thereof, 
much like electricity and software is taken for 
granted in our day to day usage thereof.

HELÉNE VAN ASWEGEN
The Nature of Technology

2010
Quarter bound leather book with archival paper

24.4 x 22.8 x 1.2 cm



KEITH DIETRICH
Fourteen Stations of the Cross

2007
Stellenbosch: The Strange Press

Handbound by Heléne van Aswegen
Three volumes in a slipcase
Archival ink on cotton paper 

Section fold, gate fold and accordion fold.
24 x 24 cm

Edition of 14

Fourteen Stations of the Cross explores the 
pioneer period of Christian missions into the 
interior of southern Africa. It is informed by 
the first fourteen mission stations that were 
established between 1738 and 1813 in South 
Africa and the southern region of Namibia 
across the Gariep (Orange) River. The volumes 
comprises duotone photographs and text that 
have been digitally printed on cotton paper. 
Three folding devices have been used, namely 
regular section folds, gate folds and accordion 
folds. These folding systems all carry sign 
value. The book explores the paradoxical and 
ambiguous interplay between histories, textures 
and nuances where the interaction between 
images and text offer the opportunity to create 
a rich variety of compound meanings through 
playful and interactive poetic exchanges. 
The work approaches the initial journey of 
Christianity into the interior of Africa as an 
allegorical narrative, where the relationship 
between dark and light, and life, water and 
cleansing may be understood as an ambivalent 
and complex narrative of colonisation and 
redemption, and reconciliation and healing.



KEITH DIETRICH
Horizons of Babel

2004
Stellenbosch: The Strange Press

Handbound by Heléne van Aswegen
Archival ink on cotton paper 

Single section-fold volume in a slipcase with pocket 
containing fold-out landscapes

24 x 24 cm
Edition of 26

Horizons of Babel is framed against the background of 
a fascination with the topography of South Africa that 
dominated the interests of both amateur and professional 
artists from the colonial period onwards. The project was 
informed by the geographic feature of the Colenso fault 
zone in the Western Cape that runs from Cape Columbine 
in the direction of Cape Agulhas. The site of the project 
is centred on the hill Babelonstoring (Tower of Babel) 
on the farm of the same name on the northern foot of 
Simonsberg, and which lies at  the mid-point between 
Cape Columbine and Cape Agulhas. With this as the 
centre, a semicircle between Columbine and Agulhas was 
created, on which seven coordinates were identified and 
documented. The outcome of the project is an artist’s 
book and seven aquarelle panoramas corresponding 
to the above-mentioned co-ordinates. The project was 
informed by the concept of the disembodied panorama, 
and the particular relationship between the panorama 
and the panopticon, which Michel Foucault viewed as a 
metaphor of the all-seeing surveying eye of God or the 
state. This one-way surveillance between the centre and 
the periphery has been disrupted in Horizons of Babel by 
not granting the viewer access to the centre, while the 
panorama of maps that constitutes the book can only 
be viewed as fragments of the whole. The book explores 
how images construct knowledge and investigates the 
power relationship between the centre and periphery.



HELÉNE VAN ASWEGEN completed her BA(VA) in Fine 
Art at Stellenbosch University in 2005 and her MPhil 
in Illustration at the same institution in 2011. She is an 
artist’s book maker and paper engineer who specialises in 
making book-related artworks for practising artists. She 
collaborates with artists and publishers to conceptualise, 
print and bind specialised limited-edition bookworks. 
She also teaches book design, illustration, book arts 
and printmaking at the Department  of Visual Arts, 
Stellenbosch University and other institutions around 
the country. Her art practice is informed by the craft 
of binding (i.e. the use of paper and thread), collecting 
and rearranging objects into intricate formations. Of the 
25 artist’s books she has produced for various artists, 
many have been acquired by notable collections such 
as the New York Public Library; the Smithsonian African 
Art Collection (Smithsonian Institute); Yale University; 
the US Library of Congress, the British Library, the Unisa 
collection, the Jack Ginsberg Collection, Wits University 
Art Museum (WAM) and the Stellenbosch University 
Library Special Collection.

KEITH DIETRICH obtained his BA(VA) degree in Design at 
Stellenbosch University in 1974 and both his MA in Fine Arts 
(cum laude) (1983) and D Litt et Phil in Art History (1993) at 
the University of South Africa (Unisa). He lectured at the 
University of Pretoria, Unisa and Stellenbosch University, 
the latter where he was Head of the Department for eight 
years and Director of the CCIBA. He is currently Emeritus 
Professor at Stellenbosch University. He has published six 
artist’s books and collaborated with Heléne van Aswegen 
on another two. He has held 30 Solo/Duo exhibitions in 
South Africa and has participated in over 100 group 
exhibitions and biennials in Belgium, Botswana, Chile, 
Egypt, Germany, Italy, Namibia, the Netherlands, South 
Africa, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom 
and the USA. His work is represented in 37 corporate and 
public collections in South Africa, the USA, Germany and 
the UK. His books are represented in the National Museum 
of African Art, Smithsonian Collection; the Smithsonian 
Library, the Library of Congress; Yale University; the 
Unisa Collection, the Jack Ginsberg Collection, WAM and 
Stellenbosch University Library. Special Collection.


