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(clockwise from top left) ‘B.C. 2348. The Deluge.’ from Edward Quin, An Historical Atlas (1830) Image 
from David Rumsey Map Collection, David Rumsey Map Center, Stanford Libraries; Laurence Sterne, 
Tristram Shandy (2nd ed, 1761); Lachrimæ lachrimarum. or The distillation of teares shede, 1612; Robert 
Fludd, Utriusque cosmi (1617) vol. 1, pages 26-27, source: Internet Archive. 
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The simplest forms can carry the most profound and difficult messages. 
From September 2022, the Bodleian Libraries plan a display of 
contemporary printed black squares or rectangles. This will parallel a 
display of historical examples from the library’s collection of black squares, 
black rectangles, or blackened pages variously signifying grief, infinity, 
silence, and the loss or concealment of information.  
 
The Bodleian Bibliographical Press is inviting contemporary book artists 
and printers to create printed works that respond to, and engage with, 
black shapes on printed pages.  We invite submissions of black rectangles 
of all kinds, achieved by any means of printing. Contributors to this 
printing call are invited to think laterally, in keeping with the diversity of 
the historical examples of black shapes on the page. Entries will be 
considered for the display and selected entries will be added to the 
collection with the artists’ permission. 

 
See the Terms for entering artwork, and complete the online form in 
advance of sending your artwork: 
https://forms.office.com/r/P4LsWaHv0F  

 
Some contexts in which black rectangles have been used are the following: 

 

Cosmological: the black square as an image of the universe before 
the world was created (Robert Fludd, 1617), or depicting the 
emptiness of outer space.  
 
Metaphysical: At the beginning of the twentieth century, the black 
square was used to symbolise mankind existing in a two-
dimensional state of consciousness, with the possibility of evolving 
towards higher dimensions of being. 
 
Valedictory: Mourning pages, fully black pages in books. Initially 
developed to facilitate mourning over the suffering of Christ, 
mourning pages became standard in 17th-century books of elegies 
commiserating the deaths of eminent persons.  
 
Epistemological: black squares were sometimes used to convey a 
lack of information or knowledge, thereby suggesting a primordial 
state of mind. Conversely, with modern QR codes, black squares 
have become the atomic building blocks of information. 
 

https://teachingthebook.com/2022/02/25/the-bodleian-bibliographical-press/
https://forms.office.com/r/P4LsWaHv0F
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Racism and anti-racist protest: On June 2nd 2020, Instagram posts 
expressing support for the Black Lives Matter movement used a 
black square to signify and protest the problem of racism. Curiously, 
a caption discovered in x-ray analysis of Malevich’s Black Square 
was itself linked to a racist trope that featured in French journals and 
comics of the nineteenth century.  
 
Comic: In the 1759, Laurence Sterne included a parody of a 
mourning page in his novel Tristram Shandy. In the following 
century, black fields or frames were frequently used in a comic 
context - to indicate confusion or ignorance. 
 
Optical: a square black board was used by some ophthalmologists in 
the early twentieth century to test clarity of vision among their 
patients. 
 

  



4 
 

Terms for entering original printed works for the display and prize 
competition Beyond the Limit: 

 
1) Those planning to contribute items for display must complete required 
fields in the online form https://forms.office.com/r/P4LsWaHv0F  
before 1 June 2022. The form has two sections: (1) Required: your contact 
details, which are kept confidential, and (2) Optional: information about 
the work, to be made public in a caption for display. The Bodleian would 
be delighted to add prints selected by a jury to the collection. Please 
indicate on the form if you are happy for the submitted print to be retained 
by the collection. 
If you are unable to complete any required fields in the form before 1 June 
2022 please email bookcentre@bodleian.ox.ac.uk  
Note that if your artwork is selected for display we will be in touch to complete and 
confirm the caption information. 
 
2) While we want to give artists and printers as much freedom as possible 
with format, the constraints of our display spaces may impose some limits 
on what we can show.  
Artwork which is flat, and of a size 16.5 x 24 inches / 420 x 600 mm., or 
smaller, will be accepted. If your intended work is not within those 
parameters, we suggest having a brief conversation about the requirements 
of the display space before embarking on your project. Contact 
bookcentre@bodleian.ox.ac.uk. 
 
3) Completed artwork must be received by 1 August 2022, and a digital 
image of the artwork should be sent by email to 
bookcentre@bodleian.ox.ac.uk  at the same time. A brief description or 
explanatory text is also welcome.  
 
4) Posting artwork: NOTE THAT the Bodleian Libraries Bibliographical 
Press will not accept works posted from outside the UK other than as 
regular postcards or letters.  
 
5) First prize is £300; Second prize, £200; Third prize, £100.  

 
6) Note that if you require the return of your artwork, this must be 
collected in person.  
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