
 

Note: The altered -book project involves students’ working on pages of an old printed 
book. As the white page of the sketchbook is often intimidating, students seem less afraid 
to experiment when working over preexisting text and images within a book. Students are 
encouraged to gesso over areas, collage, write and draw to re-create the book. 

Objective: 

Students are asked to recall eight unforgettable moments or significant people from their 
past. Choosing from a variety of media, techniques and processes, students create eight 
works of art based on each of these events or people, within a simple, handmade book. 

 

Process/Instruction: 

As a preface to this assignment I discuss differences between working from direct 
observation with set criteria (the emphasis in our foundation drawing and design classes) 
with work that encourages the more subjective response I am trying to initiate. This line of 
discussion leads into general assessments of and observations about contemporary art. We 
see contem porary art as varied and multifaceted , being more about the artist’s experiences 
and ideas, and less about drawing or painting pretty pictures. To further develop this 
introduction, I show students the segment “Memory” from the PBS-produced series 
Art:21 (http://www.pbs.org/art21/series/seasonthree/memory.html). Before showing the 
Art:21 segment, I introduce the segment topic and give a brief biographic sketch for each 
of the featured artists. After the viewing, I lead a discussion in which the students are 
asked to reflect on how “memory” informed the work of each artist. 

As a homework assignment, students are asked to reflect on their own lives and make a list 
of 10 special events, or people, that have had an effect on them, or stand out as particula rl y 
memorable — whether good or bad. 

Prompts: 

To help facilitate the students’ recollections, a list of prompts is written on the board: 
 

• Summer 

• Birthday 

• Holiday 

• First Day of … 

• First Date 

• Last Date 

• Dance 

• Concert 

• Movie 

• Dream 

• Book 

• Person 

• Saddest Time 

• Happiest Time 

• Angriest Time 

• Friend 

• Enemy 

• Song 

• Relative 

• Pet 

• Art Piece 

• Vacation 
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The next class period is dedicated to the construction of the handmade book — a three- 
hole pamphlet with cover. For this purpose, standard-issue classroom supplies are 
sufficient. A valuable resource with basic book-making instructions is Cover to Cover, by 
Shereen LaPlantz (Lark Books, 2000). 

 

Materials: 
 

❑ 18" x 24" white drawing paper, cut in half lengthwise for 9" x 24" segments; each 
student will need six to nine sheets, depending on how many pieces the 
instructor assigns. (In the past I had students take nine sheets for eight images.) 

❑ 18" x 24" tagboard for the covers (cut to 9" x 24"; one per student) 

❑ Heavy string 

❑ Hammer 

❑ Awl   or    small  nail 

❑ Tapestry needles 
 

Instructions: 

• Students fold all sheets — including tagboard — in half (from end to end; 9" x 12"). 

• Nestle the sheets one inside the other and place inside the tagboard cover. 

• When the book is opened flat on the table, measure inside the crevice one inch 
down from the top and mark lightly with a pencil; measure one inch up from 
the bottom and mark; and, lastly, place a mark in the center of the crevice (at 4 
1/2"). 

• Punch holes where marked using hammer and awl or large nail (have a pad of 

paper towels or old paper under the book so holes will not be made in tables). 

• Using needle threaded with string (cut to about 16 inches and DO NOT knot the      
end), students push the needle through the center hole from the outside of the book 
to the inside, pulling string tight but leaving about seven inches of string hanging 
loose. The needle is then pushed through the top inside hole back to the outside, 
carried all the way down the outside spine to the bottom hole, and pushed back 
into the inside. The needle is then pushed from the inside center hole to the outside. 
The end strings are then cut to equal lengths, tied in a knot, and then tied in a small 
bow. 

 

Once they complete the book, I introduce the specific assignment — telling students this 
book is to be about those moments and people they identified as significant or memorable. 

The instructor must decide whether students are to create work only on the right-h a n d 
panel of the open book (9" x 12") or across both panels (9" x 24"). This decision shoul d 
be based on how much time is to be devoted to the assignment, since the double-pa ge d 
spreads require a longer period of time to create. 

The instructor should discuss specific criteria that will be expected. Will there be limits on 



 

materials students choose, or will they be allowed to make those choices for themselves? 
If students are to choose for themselves, there should be a discussion about what 
materials would lend themselves best to this format. 

 

Suggested Media: 
 

• Graphite (pencils) 

• Drawing pens/pen and ink 

• Watercolor 

• Colored pencils 

• Acrylic 

• Gouache 

• Design markers 

• Collage 

• Image transfers 

• Photographs 

• Ephemera 

 

Other Areas to Be Considered: 

• Are these to be literal, symbolic or metaphoric responses; or a variety of each? 

• Will students be allowed to include text — specific words, numbers or dates? 

• Will students use type cut from magazines or word processing programs, or will 

they use stencils, stamps, rub-off lettering or adhesive lettering? 
 

Prompts for Experimentation: 
 

• Cut holes or openings 

• Tear 

• Create a secret language 

• Create new text 

• Manipulate existing text 

• Try out different materials 

• Gesso over pages 

• Glue pages together 

• Use sheets of color 

• Paint pages 

• Incorporate transparency 

• Juxtapose images 

• Draw, paint, etc. 

• Create secret compartments 

• Write 

• Attach objects 

• Create a clasp 

• Creatively bind, hold together 

• Collage 

• Create flaps that lift to view 

information 

• Sew 

• Insert 



 

 

 

 

The instructor may choose to have students use a different, specific media for each 
piece — emphasizing variation. 

Students are also expected to design a book cover appropriate to the subject, with the first 
page of the open book being a title page, and the last, an end page (thus the reason for 
giving students nine sheets of paper for eight pieces). 

In setting criteria, I emphasize that this is not meant to be a scrapbook, but rather a book 
of carefully composed designs that exhibit the student’s best abilities, while conveying an 
essence of the student’s experiences. I also advise students who intend to use photographs 
to make transfers of their photographs — which helps to distance the intent of the book 
from the scrapbook genre. 

Suggested Methods of Photo Transfer: 

Acetone or Wintergreen Oil Transfers 

Begin by making photocopies of the images to be transferred. Next, place the copied 
image face down in the book. Apply either acetone or wintergreen oil to the back of the 
copy with cotton balls, covering small areas at a time, as it evaporates fast — pressing 
down firmly and rubbing vigorously until the entire surface has been covered. Acetone 
requires good ventilation, but it is inexpensive — quart cans may be purchased at the 
hardware store. Wintergreen oil is smelly but nontoxic; however, it is also very expensive. 
Small bottles can be purchased at a pharmacy. Color laser prints of photographs can also 
be transferred with either of these methods. 

Gloss or Matte Medium Transfers 

Begin by making photocopies of images to be transferred. Coat the area where the image 
is to be transferred with either gloss or matte medium . While the receiving area is still 
wet, place the image facedown on the page. After the medium has completely dried, begin 
removing the paper from behind the copied image by rubbing the surface with a damp 
sponge or with fingers dipped in water. (Caution: using too much water can ruin other 
pages in the book.) Another method using gloss or matte medium requires covering the 
image side with several coats of either gloss or matte medium (allow to fully dry between 
coats; matte medium does not always dry clear, depending on thickness of application). 
The image is then placed in a pan of water or in a sink. Allow the page to soak for a while 
to loosen the paper. As before, gently rub the paper away, being careful not to rub holes 
through the image. Once the paper is removed, the “decal” image can be put in the book 
using either gloss or matte medium . 



 

 

 

 

Ink-jet Transfers 

This technique can be approached using several methods. By printing on the reverse side 
of a transparency page that is formulated for ink-jet and laser printers, the image will 
remain wet, because the surface has not been rough-coated to allow ink to adhere. Once 
printed, the image is easily transferable by placing it down on the receiving surface and 
rubbing evenly from behind. This same effect can be achieved by printing on leftover waxy 
pages that back adhesive labels (e.g., Avery labels). Remove any borders from the wax 
paper surface. Load this in the printer so the image will print on the waxy side. Again, the 
ink will not dry on this nonporous surface, so it is easily transferable to another surface. 
Lastly, images printed on ink-jet photographic paper can be transferred to a surface if the 
transfer is done very soon after printing. In this method the surface to receive the transfer 
is lightly misted with water. The just-printed image is placed facedown on the moist 
surface and rubbed gently from behind. Matte photo paper works best for this procedure, 
as the glossy print tends to stick to the receiving page, tearing the paper when trying to 
pull the pages apart. 

Plastic Tape Transfer 

This technique can be used for transferring magazine pages or laser prints. Cover the 
image to be transferred with strips of clear plastic packing tape. Wet the image from 
behind as discussed in the processes described above. Gently rub the paper away from the 
tape. Often the tape has enough tackiness to adhere to the receiving surface. If not, the 
tape may be attached to the receiving surface with clear glue or gloss medium. 

Formative Assessment: 

May include, but is not limited to: 

• List of ideas for the assignment 

• Thumbnail sketches for each of the pieces 

• Regular, ongoing conversations discussing technical and conceptual concerns, and 

offering constructive feedback and suggestions 

• Self-critique and peer critique 



 

 

 

 

Student Sample 1 
 

 
 

Artist: Mic Makalinao 



 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 



 

 

 



 

 

 

Instructor Charlotte Chambliss’ examples: 

 

 

 

taken from the book: How to  Light Your Photographs 

 

 

 



 

 

 

    



 

Taken from the book DRAW 

 
 

   



 

     

 
Your Days Are Numbered 

Altered book, mixed media journal incorporating fortune cookie numbers, daily horoscope 

ratings, daily I Ching predictions, coin tos 



 

  
 

  

 



 

 



 

 


