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I was lucky to meet Nina Holland at an art book fair in 2019 where Little Steidl had a 
stall. Doing the usual rounds, I was stopped dead by the second edition of 
Lawrence Weiner’s Something to Put Something On. Its vivid, pure colours looked 
hand-painted and yet it was clearly a printed book. Nina explained the process with 
her characteristic insight and clarity and I walked away with my own cherished 
copy and new, thrilling sense of what print could do.  
 
Nina Holland launched Little Steidl as an imprint of Steidl Publishers with Jerry Sohn 
in 2005, developing artist’s books with John Baldessari, Graciela Iturbide, Lawrence 
Weiner and Chuck Close. Nina and Jerry now run the program as a separate 
publishing house and handle every part of the development and production of the 
books. They publish a handful of beautiful books each year using offset lithography 
and an analog design process that involves the building of hundreds of maquettes. 
They are staunch advocates of craftsmanship and keeping the printing press under 
the roof and control of the publisher. 
 



I was wondering if you could tell me some more about why, when Gerhard 
Steidl invited you to stay in Göttingen and learn anything you wanted from him 
about bookmaking, you chose to learn how to print – specially, I think, offset 
lithography –what was it about print that attracted you or struck you as 
necessary? 
  
At that time, there were practical reasons to learn to print. Little Steidl had been an 
imprint at Steidl for about seven years, and Gerhard Steidl was our creative partner. 
I chose the artists and commissioned the works with Jerry Sohn, then developed 
and designed the books in Los Angeles, and then brought the projects to 
Göttingen, where Gerhard handled all production. Most of the books I was 
developing hinged on questions of printing or production. As a practical matter, it 
was an impediment in my design process to have to send off technical questions 
to Gerhard and wait, sometimes years, for answers. Out of this frustration came my 
determination to handle the entire bookmaking process myself. My work already 
encompassed editing, design, and binding. Printing was missing from my 
repertoire. On the other side of this story, Gerhard loved the books Jerry and I were 
developing for the imprint, but they were equally frustrating for him. They didn't fit 
at all the rhythm and flow of his own work process. His interest in photography 
means that he is almost exclusively engaged with 4-color and tritone/quadtone 
processes, although his knowledge and imagination extend well beyond. My 
projects were headed in a different and more experimental direction. He wanted to 
encourage me to do this myself.  
 
Today my reasons for printing are different than the practical concerns of ten years 
ago. I'm not printing in a standard way. I often develop bespoke printing 
techniques for the artists I work with. Even when I use a 4-color process or 
tritone/quadtone technique, I'm customizing every stage of the production 
process in a way that serves the work, and these optimizations are informed by my 
knowledge of printing and my specific printing press, a 1993 Roland 200. When 
you see the final print, it's an accumulation of all of these aesthetic details, and it 
gives a very different impression than what we're used to seeing in offset-
lithography. Printing influences the way I scan, retouch, separate, and impose. My 
design and typography are always developed on the press, not on a computer 
screen or digital plotter. Printing is not the final step for me. It's the first step, the 
middle steps, and the last step. It's the engine of my design and all of my 
production. Printing provokes me to engage the aesthetic wealth of even the most 
basic technical task. 
   
When we’ve talked before, I’ve been really struck by your awareness of how 
easily knowledge can be endangered, or lost, and I wonder if this is connected 
to an idea of the book as an object that can preserve the information it contains 
for centuries? 
 
Under the best of conditions, a book holds knowledge in a relatively permanent 
form. And as you mention, the knowledge and the container are bound up 



together. What is contained in a book can survive environmental/chemical impact 
as well as the negligence, politics, and changes of interest of human beings. Digital 
content will not be so lucky because it requires a person or a commercial interest 
to decide at the turn of every new technological generation that this particular 
content is worthy of being carried forward; it's worth an update. From my vantage 
point, that's the very definition of endangered.  
  
Assuming it is not destroyed, once a well-made book comes into the world, it and 
the ideas it contains will be here for several hundred years. But more and more, the 
question has become whether we are living up to our responsibilities as human 
beings toward the container itself. Have we maintained the knowledge, which has 
taken many centuries to develop, to make a book that will stand the test of time? 
What we and also Gerhard Steidl wield as bookmakers on behalf of artists is 
essentially endangered historical knowledge of the craft which can be likened to a 
dying language that is only a dozen people away from being wiped off the earth. It 
can be obliterated in a generation, in an accident, in an illness. 
  
Bookmaking is enormously complex. There's the hand and material knowledge of 
the master craftsperson, and I use this term in a non-traditional sense to also 
include those who have mastered industrial techniques at a high level of skill. 
There's the massive manufacturing engine that supplies the materials, based on 
centuries of research, investment, and practice. There's the manufacturing system 
that produces the machines. And there are the engineers and technicians who can 
keep the machines running. I have to emphasize that if this knowledge disappears, 
it can't be revived by a few good-hearted hobby enthusiasts. It requires a 
community of people with a deep practical and historical knowledge and a healthy 
manufacturing base. It's important to remember that one doesn't and can't learn 
these things by reading technical manuals. There's great detail and wealth in the 
fact that the tradition has developed over centuries, and what is particularly 
interesting to me is that this is primarily a bodily, material, and mechanical 
knowledge that cannot be fully communicated and passed on in the content of a 
book. 
 
What do you think changes when publishers like Little Steidl take a more 
critical, rather than commercial, approach?  
  
Of course, no one ever knows if or when something will sell. I think that artists have 
generally been very lucky to achieve any level of recognition within their lifetimes. 
There's no amount of expertise that can let you know in advance what anyone 
wants and will pay for. For us, this points in the direction of simply making what we 
like, what we think is important, and what we know we can make well. Hopefully 
that's something that deserves to be in the world and that will provide someone 
with some kind of insight over time. The financial or commercial aspect doesn't 
turn out to be that important in the long run. In 100 years, no one will care if a book 
sold out in the first year. And it might be more interesting to learn that your favorite 
book didn't even sell ten copies in the first 50 years. Publishing a book is a bit like 



sending out a message in a bottle. You just never know in the course of time where 
it will find a home. 
  
We tend to work with artists whom we have known for a long time, usually 
decades. All of the artists we work with have a highly developed and personal 
language. We typically present the artist on the artist's own terms, unmediated by 
art historians, curators, and art critics. Both Jerry and I have to love the artist's work 
as well as the book we will develop. Even if we love the work in general, it also has 
to be activated by the print medium and the book form. Then it makes sense for us 
as publishers. 
 
I’ve noticed that Little Steidl books, particularly Jan von Holleben’s Kosmos, 
trust the reader to interpret, but also allow them to misinterpret. Does that 
connect to the decision to publish artists’ books unmediated by texts from art 
historians and curators? 
  
I haven't thought about it quite that way, but you're right. I'm a connoisseur of the 
senses and direct experience. I value language as a material of literature, as a 
means of creation, and am otherwise doubtful that it's a particularly effective 
means of communication and interpretation. My role as a publisher is to make a 
safe place for art. We read a novel without a literary critic standing at our side and 
commenting. Art deserves the same. My favorite museum is Kolumba in Cologne, 
where every work is presented without explanation, not even the artist's name or 
title of the work. You look and take the work on its own terms. In my view, this is an 
authentic experience of art. 
  
Jan von Holleben's work really needs this. The immediate impression is: Wow, that's 
so outrageously beautiful. And then, in the next beat, the viewer stops and realizes 
something is really peculiar and playful and hopefully tries to figure it out. In order 
for the work to work, the full experience has to take its course. You have to 
discover the inventor – Jan would say, the homo ludens – who leaves traces of 
himself in his work. There are short texts at the beginning of each book, but they're 
riddles that only make sense once one has done the work of discovering. 
  
Unfortunately, very few art book collectors will engage on these open-ended 
terms, with Jan's work or any other. Most open a book, looking for something 
familiar. When they don't find it, they look for some text to explain what they are 
seeing. And when they don't find this, they close the book and move on to 
something else. It's a rare person indeed who says, let me see what this is all about. 
Most people are looking for art history or art criticism with illustrations, but not art 
itself. Our job is to stand up for the artist and the work, even when it means that we 
have to work very hard to find the 1000 readers who will take Kosmos into their 
hearts. 
  
Do you have a sense of who your ideal reader is? 
  



Our ideal reader is someone who is willing to engage through discovery. Although 
we do not make books for children, I do feel that the child is a particularly 
dependable and exceptional reader. That's also an aspect of our name, Little Steidl. 
It's an affirmation of the importance of being a beginner, especially when you are a 
master. To flip backwards through a book is a decisively adult act, an act of 
confirming that the reader already knows and can already place what is there. 
Somewhere along the way, people become convinced that they know something, 
and this knowing becomes more important than discovering. We would like to 
encourage adults to engage with the openness and curiosity, and, frankly, with the 
greater skills, of a child. 
 
What was your own experience of reading and discovering artist’s books? 
 
Artist's books for me are simply art. I've always approached the discipline as a 
practicing artist, drawing not only from visual art, but also music and dance. My 
groundwork was set during the first decade of my life. My grandmother developed 
a Bauhaus-influenced art program for UCLA, and her house was like a Bauhaus 
school with drawing, painting, construction, sculpture, ceramics, weaving, sewing, 
printmaking, and, of course, bookmaking. My grandfather was a musician, 
composer, and designer. I was in this environment from the time I was born, and I 
thought it was normal to do these things. I also spent a lot of time at CalArts during 
my first decade, either accompanying my older siblings to orchestra rehearsal or 
from about nine years old, attending the school myself. As a child, I had very 
personal contact with the work of John Baldessari, John Cage, Steve Reich, and 
Bella Lewitzky through CalArts. I didn't distinguish between artistic disciplines, 
maybe because I'm strongly synesthetic. The book as a form was something I was 
naturally drawn to as a way of expressing all of these experiences.  
I suppose my only discovery regarding the book was to see consciously that I was 
making books, and at that point I put all of my efforts into mastering the various 
technical and aesthetic aspects of bookmaking. I enjoy artist's books, but I don't 
necessarily look to them to learn something about the discipline of bookmaking. 
We work with masters of the form, and I want to offer our artists something that will 
really sharpen and elevate their work. That comes from grounded, classical training 
in the craft. I look to particular binders, papermakers, printers, typographers, and 
designers. 
  
 
I imagine that people eager to get involved in bookmaking must ask for your 
advice all the time – is there anything in particular that you find yourself telling 
them? 
 
It's important to seek out the highest level of education and training in each area of 
bookmaking that is of interest and to apprentice with those who have carved out a 
historical position within the craft. At a minimum, this is a fifteen-year commitment 
without pay. Such training is rare but still possible in Germany, France, and Japan. 
The best advice Gerhard Steidl ever gave me was to learn German. I would also 



recommend French. The technical literature is in these two languages, and the 
vocabulary is far more specific and nuanced than in English. In terms of practice, I 
recommend studying the complete writings of Jan Tschichold, especially his 
mature essays, and contriving every possible opportunity to practice what he so 
accurately and generously shares – practice, re-read, practice, re-read 
continuously in a life-long process. Tschichold's typography and book design 
come out of an intensive knowledge of production. There's no element of his work 
or his advice that is not rooted in this knowledge. That's definitely a goal to strive 
for. 
   
It's important to train the senses, and to learn to communicate your perceptions 
reliably using the technical vocabulary of the discipline. This knowledge is built up 
through apprenticeship. Can you identify the print medium, the printing process, 
the characteristics and technical specifications of the paper, the types of boards, 
the weaves of cloth, all the details of a book's construction? These are basics. Then 
there are far more complex issues of accurately assessing quality and aesthetic 
characteristics. A good marker of learning is to look at everything on your shelf 
repeatedly, over years, until you understand why most of what you're looking at is 
not very good. I'm afraid that knowing about bookmaking will ruin your enjoyment 
of most of the books in your collection. But the good part is that you will then have 
concrete examples of what not to do. That's valuable! 
  
What are you working on at the moment? What's the next Little Steidl book? 
  
At the moment I'm not able to make much progress with my work due to the shut 
down and travel restrictions associated with the Corona crisis. Everything has been 
on hold since January. 
  
At Little Steidl, the next books will be Robert Therrien's Friends in Other Places and 
Greg Colson's Five Poems. But I'm also in the final stages of preparing a fourteen-
volume catalogue raisonné of the complete sculptural work of Glen Seator, Making 
Things Moving Places, which will be published by Steidl. 
 
I've taken this time to think about and plan something that has been on my mind 
since I began to build up the publishing house. I'm concerned that the African 
American literary canon is not yet protected in editions of the highest quality and 
permanence. I now have the means not only to correct this situation, but I also 
want to make a long-term commitment to passing on my knowledge to upcoming 
scholars and publishers in the African American community. The project is deeply 
personal to me, having been raised by a European American mother and an African 
American father. The arts influence of my mother's side of the family has an 
obvious relationship to my work, but I am also profoundly influenced by my father 
and his experiences, culture, and history. There's a deep tradition that centers 
around bringing others along with you, and as I develop in my work and have 
something that I can offer, I don't want to lose sight of this cultural imperative. I 
don't have the financial resources to support new literary works, but I can certainly 



devote my labor and knowledge to preserving the classic works. And I can 
encourage others, who may be able to cultivate a renewed quality standard in 
publishing the works of the future. I like to think practically and devote myself 
where I can have the most significant impact with my limited resources. 
  
The African American literary canon begins with an affirmation of humanity 
through the written – and published – word, and the tradition carries on from this 
most fundamental position: writing is an affirmation of humanity, and the book is 
the place where one can live one's humanity in a land that is otherwise relentlessly 
brutal, criminal, and unwilling to live up to its own democratic promises. I can think 
of no greater necessity in the history of the book, no more fundamental 
relationship between the book and the human being. As a bookmaker, I think it's 
important to look to the quality of the book in this case in order to bring some 
security and permanence for these works.     


