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Teaching Julie Chen: Thinking Outside the Book

What makes a Book a Book?

Invite students to discuss the parts and defining characteristics of a book. Make use of these
and similar prompts: Must a book have pages, a cover, or a spine? Is there an optimal size or
shape? What about how it “works?” Should it open and close? Does it need to tell a story or
communicate ideas and/or information? Can something be a book without having text? Can
something be a book without having images? What about materials? Are there certain
materials out of which books must be made? As students address these and other questions,
urge them to provide examples that they have seen or that are in the classroom.

Prior to viewing the segment, tell students that they will view a visit with Julie Chen, a
contemporary book artist living in California. Explain that Julie Chen’s work challenges
traditional definitions of books and bookmaking. Suggest that students keep in mind their
discussion of the defining characteristics of a book as they view the segment.

View Julie Chen’s segment from the PROCESS episode at
craftinamerica.org/short/julie-chen-segment.

After Viewing

Ask for student reactions, and discuss the following:

● In what ways are Julie Chen’s books traditional?
● In what ways do her books challenge traditional definitions of books and bookmaking?

How are Books Made?

How does Julie Chen make her books?

Review the book making materials, tools and techniques observed during the video segment.
(The artist uses paper of different colors, weights, textures, and patterns; works with
hand-operated and computer- generated cutting tools; a computer, and printing press).

Review the process the artist engages in when creating a book. (While planning and designing,
she allows her ideas to evolve and change; she creates a mock-up, prints the separate pieces
and then puts them together for the final book, making 100 editions of each book.)

Refer to what the artist says about how she works with ideas. Help students understand that the
artist often begins with an idea, but allows her ideas to change during the process of working.

What seems to be important to the artist in creating her books?
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Review the segment where she describes her books. Consider her book, Panorama. Ask, How
is it made? (three folded sections, alternates informative text with pop-ups for “meditations on
the beauty of the planet....a break.”) How did the artist incorporate text in Panorama? (She
added text to folded sections that alternate with pop-up pages.) How does she incorporate
text in True to Life? (She created sliding pages, allowing the text to appear as the reader slides
them up or down.)

Julie Chen says that it is important that every detail of the book contributes to the overall
meaning. Ask students to talk about where they see evidence of this approach in the artist’s
books.

Students will find other books by the artist at the Flying Fish Press website. Suggest that they
pay attention to the construction of each book as well as how the artist incorporates text and
images.

Julie Chen says that an artist’s book “is a book made by an artist with the intention that the
book itself is the work of art.” Do you agree with this definition? Why or why not?

How Do Other Artists Make Books?

Explore different book forms. Do an online search. For example, students can view a large
collection of artists’ books at Vamp and Tramp Booksellers

Have students use the Amazing Books worksheet as they engage in an online image search for
the following book forms: accordion or concertina books, fan books, tunnel books, scrolls,
altered books, miniature books, venetian blind books, and pop-up books. Students can also
search online to find “how-to” sites for various book forms.

How can we push the “boundaries” of the book?

After students have viewed many different examples of artists’ books, suggest that they
brainstorm answers to the following questions:

What can one do with the overall book? Think about shape, size, form and materials, for
example. Possible answers include:

● Experiment with shape; for example, round, square, oblong, organic shape, geometric
shapes, recognizable shapes such as a boat.

● Experiment with size; for example, very, very large, very, very small, and everything in
between.

● Experiment with form; for example, a standard form (that is, it looks like a “regular”
book) or all sorts of sculptural forms.

● Use different materials; for example, cardboard, corrugated cardboard, paper of all
weights and textures, fabric of all weights and textures, leather of different thicknesses,
wood of different types and thicknesses, foam-core, metal foils such as copper or
aluminum, etc.
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What can one do with a page? Possible answers include:

● Draw, paint and/or print on it. Make a collage of it. Create one or more pop-ups. Cut
out windows to the page behind or before it. Emboss it. Make it an unusual shape. Fold
it. Sew into it.

Finally, to help students push the boundaries of ordinary books even further, have them use
objects from daily life as catalysts for ideas. For example, suggest that students consider the
packaging that comes with cameras and other electronics, with CDs, toys, tools, kitchen
matches and even certain foods. Suggest that they look to the packaging to find a framework
for a book. If the class has created a collection of such items, have students select from the
collection and work in small groups to brainstorm different ways these objects might be altered
to create a book.

Studio Production

Have students create their own art books that have personal meaning and go beyond the
confines of a traditional book. Remind students that their work should still retain the
characteristics of a book and a cohesive theme. Students will need to identify an idea or theme
with which they will work.

Finding Ideas

Remind students that their book might feature something they care about deeply, like the
environment, animal rights, music, dance, athletics, politics, etc. The book can tell a story or
engage the reader in a game. A student might take one favorite quote or statement and show
it in many different ways, create separate “pages” to respond to the lines of a favorite poem,
or create a poem or short essay that reveals itself within the book. Students could celebrate a
local hero or someone in their family or community. Suggest that they return to Julie Chen’s
website and pay attention to the ideas she has explored in her books. As they brainstorm for
ideas and themes, they should also recall ideas that were the focus of the books they found
during their web search for different book forms.

Once they’ve settled on an idea, have students sketch the form of their books with notes about
how they will construct them.

Making a Prototype

Remind students that Julie Chen always creates a prototype before she creates her finished
book. Why might a book artist create a prototype? (To try out different ways to create the
structure, to identify potential construction problems, and/or to decide how the parts of the
book will look when combined.)

Have students create a prototype. Remind them that the prototype need not be carefully
crafted; its purpose is to explore possible ways to construct the book and to see how the parts
will fit together. Provide paper and cardboard scraps, tape, glue, paperclips, wire, etc.
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As students work on their prototypes, ask, Do the elements of the book support the meaning?
Remind students that they need to be consistently aware of how the reader/viewer will
experience and move through the book.

Provide students with the worksheet, From Prototype to Final Book, to create a construction
guide to follow as they craft the final version of the book.

Constructing a Book

Have students gather the materials they will need to complete the construction of their books.
Remind them to refer to their individual construction guides as they proceed. Remind students
that exquisite craftsmanship should be their goal. Suggest that they prepare a workspace with
several layers of newspaper and as they drip or splatter glue or paint, they should remove the
top layer and dispose of it. Provide waxed paper and/or foil to protect separate pages, if need
be. Remind students to measure and cut carefully, etc.

The process for constructing the books will vary from student to student, so their needs for
assistance will vary as well. In addition, each student will complete the book at a different pace.

Reflection

Engage students in a discussion or have them write in their sketchbooks about their results. Are
they pleased with how they turned out? What surprised them? Do they feel that every aspect of
the book con- tributes to its meaning? In retrospect, what improvements do you think could be
made?

Invite students to work in pairs to “read” each other’s books. Pairs should discuss what it is like
to “experience” the artworks. In what ways did the viewer’s experience meet your
expectations? What were you hoping for that did not happen?

Assessment

In discussions with the class and with individual students throughout the lesson; by examining
the students’ worksheets; and by witnessing the students’ studio work, it should be evident that
the students:

● Articulate the parts and defining characteristics of a book.
● Discuss the similarities and differences between traditional books and the books of Julie

Chen.
● Understand that nontraditional structures can form books.
● Create a book with personal meaning that goes beyond the confines of a traditional

book.



JULIE CHEN: THINKING OUTSIDE THE BOOK EDUCATION GUIDE

Extensions

To continue the concept of artists “pushing boundaries” as part of their process, take a look at
Community: Continuity And Change education guide,
craftinamerica.org/guides/community-continuity-and-change


