
Artists’ books present a paradox for preservationists that is occurring more and more with special collections in libraries. How does one increase access while still protecting the collection? Many artists’ books are considered rare books in that there are often a limited number in print and need special care due to sometimes delicate formats. This paper will discuss the issues that face a preservationist when dealing with artist’s books collections as well as some preventative preservation methods that can be taken to protect these items while still respecting and promoting their purpose – to be opened, read and explored.

What Are Artists’ Books?

“The format, shape, size and material of artists’ books varies widely. Printed artists’ books can be in limited and unlimited editions and there are also unique items which are hand-made. They can contain text only, images only, or any combination of the two. Some do not contain text of images as such…Some are note meant to stay intact” (Keefe, p. 259).

Introduction


This discussion of the preservation of artists’ books in library collections focuses on limited printings that are relatively unique. Some artists’ books are not as rare as others, but all have a small press feel. Though some are produced in larger numbers, this paper will deal with the treatment of artists’ books that are relatively rare. It will incorporate the discussion of special collections as well as the preservation of rare books. The author includes these sources because of the near ubiquitous classification of artists’ books collections as special collections in libraries, as discussed later, and due to the similarities that artists’ books have with rare books in terms of their handling, unique nature, and oft times, fragility. Also included in the discussion is the preservation of the artifact, as the artists’ books also fall into that category, as discussed later. Of course the staff of a particular collection can decide whether to treat all artists’ books in the same manner, as rare books or artifacts, regardless of the number printed, but that decision is left up to the librarian responsible for the collection. Research should be done on occasion to determine the rarity of the items over time and to determine if any changes need to be made in the preservation plan.

Artists’ books in library collections

Since artists’ books are often one-of-a-kind or limited edition books, the general consensus is that artists’ books should be housed in special collections. While some libraries only acquire limited edition titles, staying away from the one-of-a-kind books (Wilson, 2002, p. 28), they are still items that require special care, cataloging, and housing to ensure a long life. While they are meant to be held and opened, they may include loose items that could easily be lost, laser cut pages that can be easily damaged, alternative bindings which could be damaged if mishandled, and a variety of materials the average user is not used to encountering in a library. Housing them in the main collection would expose the books to increased risk of damage. “However, as a separate special collection, the wide range of artists’ books can be perceived, the collection can be browsed and special treatment can be given to books which are not always traditional in format. As a special collection, basic preservation steps could be taken” (Dalberto, p. 84). While browsing is often still unattainable in many special collections, it does give them a special status and staff can provide addition methods for accessing the collection. There are occasionally museum exhibits for artists’ books, but the missions of libraries and museums can be quite different, and in this case the museum creates and additional barrier to the user which the artist is usually trying to avoid. The pristine treatment of objects in the museum defies a medium which invites interaction. “Most artists’ books invite the reader to touch, to interact with the book, to read it and figure it out” (Taraba, p. 110). Even in promoting museum books, Gordeev, perhaps inadvertently, identifies a main problem. “In libraries users interact with books by reading them, but a visitor coming to a museum wants to get knowledge and enlightenment through contemplation, which may be enriched by the annotations on the labels and the comments of the guide” (Gordeev, p. 31). Interacting with the book is essential for the complete experience of the book, and part of the reason this format is chosen by artists. It therefore places the responsibility for these objects on the library as a place to open, read and experience them.
Storage


Artists’ books can provide unique challenges in their storage and care. Some are traditional books in the sense that they are bound in a customary manner, while others may have a hand-sewn binding, accordion binding, tunnel book, or may not even have a binding at all. The storage of artists’ books should take into account the standard preservation guidelines, including keeping a consistent temperature and relative humidity of  between 60 and 70 degrees Farenheit and an RH between 45% and 65% (Greenfield, 1988, p. 53-55).  Bookshelves should be coated metal shelves and all books should be well supported. Many items because of their use of fine papers and unusual bindings will need special enclosures for protection. The Michigan State University’s (MSU) collection policy for artists’ books suggests “special enclosures, ranging from archival envelopes to custom-made boxes, will be necessary to protect the items” (Wilson, p. 28, from MSU’s collection policy). Items should be considered on an item-by-item level, but some protective enclosures should be considered for each.

Access & Security

“It is important to understand that institutions which choose to offer access to their artists’ books collections by encouraging patron use and display are not forsaking the preservation of these very special collections. Active use of an artists’ book collection easily can be balanced with conscientious conservation measures such as staff training, careful exhibition practices, a written conservation policy, and routine checks for damage” (Kulp, p.8).

Preservation through cataloging

A standard for cataloging artist’s books has not yet been established, and this does cause problems for preservation. Without accurate and searchable cataloging practices, patrons must rely more and more on browsing. Since browsing artists’ books are often not allowed due to being housed in special collections and rare book rooms, it violates the primary role of these collections, which is to have people explore them. 


Because these items differ from the typical library book, there is some debate over whether to use standard cataloging formats for these materials or to create customized catalogs that can address the unique nature of these items. Many libraries use MARC records to catalog artists’ books, using notes fields to add information that is unique to that particular book, often the printing number and how many originals were created, as well as descriptive information that there is not a space for in the MARC catalog fields. While notes fields will always have to be adjusted for particular collections, the “MARC record structure can accommodate any number of specialized thesauri and local classification systems”� (Shipe, 1991, p. 35). Others believe that this is not sufficient for the needs of the users and how they need to access these items (Kulp, 2005, p. 7). The benefit of using MARC records is that they are sharable, that catalogers will not have to struggle with some of the issues involving the cataloging of these items. Yet a potential problem with standard cataloging is that the LC subject heading for Artists’ Books, while it was added early on, is not sufficient in describing artists’ books. ”One problem with this heading, especially for a library with a large collection of artists’ books, is that it does not separate the works themselves from works about the genre”� (Shipe, 1991, p. 24).
      Shipe’s “The Monographic Cataloger and the Artists’ Book: The Ideal Reader”� (1991) addresses some of the basic issues in cataloging an artists’ book. “What is the book about?”� is a peculiar question when it comes to artists’ books, as well as what is the purpose of the book. Shipe acknowledges that the perhaps accidental cataloging of Rucha’s book Real Estate Opportunities under real estate brings an unintentional reader to this book, serving the desire of the avant-garde artist rather than that of the patron. “The expectations of this particular reader are about to be disappointed, thwarted, and challenged”� (Shipe, 1991, p. 23). However, they will not find anything of value regarding real estate.
      On the other hand, for those who are looking particularly for artists’ books would never think to access a book under “real estate”� or even by title, as the title may have little or no relation to what the book is about or why the book is of interest to the user. Kulp indicates that “[a]cademic library collections presumably are teaching collections, and students search for artists’ books according to physical description”� (Kulp, 2005, p. 7), particularly by the type of binding, materials used, or kind of printing. If this is the primary access point for students, it must be addressed in the cataloging of the item and must be made accessible though this note or field.
      Collections that live outside an institutional library or have remained marginal to the main collection often have more flexibility in terms of how they want to catalog their collections. The collection or artists’ books in the Arthur and Mata Jaffe Collection, although part of Florida Atlantic University, uses a specialized cataloging system that can address the special characteristics of artists’ books that aren’t considered important to cataloging of traditional books. Addressing the artist as an “artists/illustrator”� rather than “author”�, acknowledging the press used to print the item as well as the publisher, and having fields for the binding and technique used to create the item are just some of the customization options used in the cataloging of this collection (Cutrone & Ferarri, 2004, p. 35). However this system does have its own issues, and is not designed for sharing. It was created specifically for this collection that allows it a certain amount of customization that library collections often do not have. However, even these customized catalogs create problems. Certain fields have become confusing as more catalogers have been introduced to the collection and more universal accessibility is being addressed, but it is a solid attempt at solving the special issues of this collection (Cutrone & Ferarri, 2004, p. 36). A solution lies somewhere between the special needs of artists’ books collections and the shared accessibility of standardized cataloging
      Using images of artists’ books in a library or museum catalog brings additional issues to address. Images are very important when dealing with visual arts and so providing images in a catalog can provide invaluable information to the user. While good cataloging can help them find the items with a particular binding or made with by a particular printing process, images can provide additional information that could be very useful. However copyright is a thorny issue that has to be addressed if digitizing artists’ books or ephemera. Since “artists’ books could fall into the category for either literary works or artistic works”� (Shincovich, 2004, p. 8) and the distinction is important when dealing with copyright, it makes copyright issues of creating new images and posting them on a publicly available catalog more difficult. While book artists are often cooperative in providing copyright permissions, it is an additional effort and expense that must be considered.
“It is necessary of course to maintain a balance between preservation and use” (Keefe, p. 261).

“…essential points for book conservation recommends providing proper housing for all material in accordance with its conservation needs as well as accessibility but again this is difficult to achieve, He also recommends preventative conservation treatment” (Keefe p.261).

Preservation through digitization

The digitization discussed here is not necessarily the same type of digitization discussed in other preservation materials. Artists’ books are generally considered along the lines of an artifact, in that “the original format of an artifact cannot be destroyed without reducing the record’s scholarly value” (Ogden, 1989, para. 13). Additionally, The Report of the Task Force on the Artifact in Library Collections defines an artifact as 

an information resource in which the information is recorded on a physical medium…and in which the information value of the resource adheres not only in the text or content but also in the object itself. In other words, artifacts are things that have intrinsic value as objects, independent of their informational content (Nichols & Smith, 2001, Section 2 para. 1). 

The format is essential in defining something as an artists’ book, so the necessity to treat it as an artifact is essential. However, these items are not as old as artifacts and do not have some of the preservation issues that many artifacts do. But that day will come, and effective preventative preservation now will ensure these unique works last as long as possible. Digitization can be seen as a way to publicize and preserve the collection. By having a special section of the library’s Web site devoted to a special collection of this sort that includes images of each item will both pique the interest of the casual online browser as well as aide researcher in determining which artists’ books will best serve his or her needs. 

First off, the main goal in digitization is to cause no damage to the book itself. Digitization in this case is not mean to replace the object. In the case of artifacts, digitization is “conceived, designed, and implemented with the purpose of improving access to artists’ books, not by taking the place of it. They simply but importantly, minimize unnecessary handling of a collection” (Kulp, p. 8). In many digitization projects, items are scanned using a flatbed scanner. With artists’ book, this if often not a possibility because of their unique natures. Some are too sculptural, others open in formats that do not lend themselves to flatbed scanners. A digital camera is probably the best method of digitization for artists’ books.  The advantages of a using a digital camera over other types of scanners “are apparent when faced with oversize materials, objects of different shapes, or extremely precious book objects, such as a bound manuscript” (Dean, 2003, p. 135). With a digital camera, the elements of experimentation with the form of the book can also be captured. Photographs can be taken from different angles, with the book open, or having its different parts laid out for view. Whereas scanning has traditionally focused on the content of the book, capturing primarily text and images, digital cameras at least make an attempt at capturing the book as an object.

Even book artist Peter D. Verheyen promotes this kind of preservation on his Web site by offering conversion of digital files for the web. “By converting your files into web accessible formats we can help you provide access to the unique content of your  collections while at the same time helping preserve the original  artifact” (Verheyen, 2000, para. 3). Of course, as will all digital preservation, copyright becomes an issue. Often the artists can be contacted to get permission, or a Web project may be included under fair use guidelines (Shincovich, 2004, p. 11), but a thorough examination of copyright issues should be examined before the digitization begins.
Finding Aides as Means of Preservation

The Report of the Task Force on the Artifact in Library Collections lists finding aids as a best practice principle for the preservation of the artifact. They promote “surrogacy to prevent damage and extend access” (Nichols & Smith, 2001, Section 5.2). Of course the digitization mentioned earlier provides an excellent surrogate
Security

“Art libraries are especially vulnerable to theft and vandalism for a number 

of reasons:


• 
 They contain pretty pictures, suitable for framing or for use in studio art projects


• 
They contain books which have become rare or collectible since publication, or which have achieved cult status


• 
Some volumes contain original art (e.g. journals with original prints), or inserted, tipped in, or loose plates, or microfiche, or CDs

• 
Some pictorial works contain nudes or otherwise inflammatory material, which readers are tempted to destroy or deface” (Bowen, Melby, Sorensen, 1999, para. 2).

As an art object, caretakers are loath to mark the item in any way, which is another reason for the placement in protective boxes. MSU’s policy states that “[a]rtists’ books must not be labeled or marked in any manner, as this would result in an alteration of the artist’s work and a reduction in the value of the item” (Wilson, p. 28, from MSU’s collection policy). However, the American Library Association (ALA) suggests in their guidelines for security that all materials be marked in some way and that hidden marks are only helpful in the recovery of stolen items and do nothing to prevent theft. (ALA | Guidelines for the Security of Rare Books, Manuscripts, and Other Special Collections, Appendix 1, section 1, para. 2). Markings on the casings themselves do nothing to protect the item from theft. Ultimately the decision has to be made on a case-by-case basis and how big the threat of theft is taken. However it would be unfortunate to find out the risk due to the theft of part of the collection.
The Access/Preservation Paradox


However, this causes problems for the preservationist, but one that is faced by all who work in preservation. If the user is meant to experience the object, how much access should be given and what precautions should be taken to avoid damage? Will these precautions discourage users and thus impede the mission of the collection? Will limiting access render the collection obsolete? There seems to be a shifting train of thought regarding this issue. Traditionally, special collections have had very strict access requirements. As stated earlier, many recommend allowing only paper and pencil in the reading room, leaving all other personal effects in lockers. In addition they require registration with a valid form of identification, an interview about proper handling and intent of use, and that they be in constant view of the staff. This provides many obstacles for the easily intimidated patron who would like to access the material but is unsure about the process. As Traister mentions in 

[T]he old tried and true belief was that one’s job was to get it, catalog it and preserve it. This approach has been slightly but significantly modified. We are now expected to get it, catalog it, and promote it. At least in some environments, preserving it is a desideratum, too, if possible. But in some very real sense, promotion outranks preservation. A greatly escalated sense of the need for promotion is a major new element affecting rare book librarians’ attitudes (Traister, p. 88).

Some, however, would argue this point. Traister himself admits that staff may be resistant to this idea, believing these barriers are ultimately good for the longevity of the collection as well as for the perception that these items are, in fact, special. He admits others believe that limiting access  ”encourages proper respect for the objects in the collections while inculcating a sense of their difference from other library materials. This sense reminds readers to exercise care in using rare book collections” (Traiser, p. 88).

“Any department that wants to make the effort to promote its use in ways here suggested will need to consider such issues, and others as well. But I suspect that the current emphasis on use will push at least some departments to make the effort rather than not” (Traister, p. 91)

“In spite of their nearly across-the-board classification as special collections, they need to be read, handled, and scrutinized for the construction techniques and materials used in their creation” (Kulp, p.8).

“Literature on the treatment of these collections is scarce and it seems that libraries have no standards that directly address the treatment of artists’ books” (Chemero et al., p. ?).

Conclusion

While many of the efforts mentioned will increase access to the collection, they will also ensure more appropriate and responsible use of materials when they are accessed. Preservation must occur in response to the goals of a collection, and artist’s books collections often have the goal of increasing access and physical interaction with the books. They are hidden treasures of the library and require use to have their full effect. Museum books can be housed under glass, but artists’ books are meant to be explored. However as access increases, these preservation methods will have proved invaluable in the long life of these art objects, allowing the experience to be had by future generations.
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