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_————by Peter D: Verheyen

N JUNE 1°T OF this year, Book_Arts-L was

migrated from Syracuse University’s servers to

Emory University. This date is a month shy of the
list's 29™ anniversary, an eternity in the online world. But,
what is Book_Arts-L, and why did the author create it?

In 1987, Walter Henry at Stanford created the
Conservation Distlist, the first discussion group for all things
conservation, accessible via email from anywhere in the
world, if you had a connection. I got connected to it in
early 1989 with a slow dial-up modem and a Compuserv
account. Despite its conservation focus, binding- and art-
related discussions crept in, something I was certainly guilty
of contributing to and encouraging. Walter Henry was
very patient, but also encouraging of my questions. In 1990,
Peter Graham, a librarian at Rutgers, founded ExLibris,
an online discussion group for rare books and special
collections with many opportunities for exploring topics
related to the book arts.

The world was still overwhelmingly analog at the
time. Newsletters like the Guild’s, AIC’, and the Abbey
Newsletter, among others, with their calls for exhibits,
workshops, and jobs, were eagerly-awaited resources. I was
fortunate to spend those early years in places with active
book arts and conservation scenes, such as Chicago and
New Haven, so in-person activities also played a large role.

In 1993, I moved to centrally isolated Ithaca, NY, where
I was rare books conservator at Cornell. Compared to

my past haunts, Central New York was a very barren and
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remote place to practice the book arts. Attempts were
made to form a loose regional group with a newsletter, but
this never succeeded in building the active critical mass
required for success. Was there any help for getting out of
this professional and avocational loneliness? Could these
new online tools, like listserv and gopher (a precursor to
the web), help? Typo-L, a list which continues to serve

the typographic community, was founded in early '93. For
much of its first year, however, that list was unusually quiet,
with numerous “is anyone else out there” messages. I also
happened to be unaware of its existence.

Encouraged by Walter and Peter, I founded Book_Arts-L
in June 1994, and it was announced on the DistLIist and
ExLibris. It was my turn to see “who was out there.” I
knew about some of the technical details, but was clueless
about what I was getting myself into. The subscriber list
grew slowly, but steadily, as did participation, and by the
end of that first year there were about 400 subscribers with
as many postings. In 1997, there were 9oo members with
3000 postings. Initially, I found myself doing quite a bit
of “handholding” as people learned how to subscribe, use
a listserv and use email. To some extent this continues to
happen, though much more infrequently. With time, most
of these challenges faded away, and the list grew to a peak of
over 2,500 global subscribers. Managing those could have
been a chore, but was generally a great deal of fun as one
gets to know like-minded people all over the world. Some

of my virtual connections are still ongoing and sustaining,
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and have led to collaborations and other opportunities for
both parties.

Walter Henry offered to host the list’s archives on his
server, CoOL, in a gopher, web accessible format. The
archive remains available to subscribers via the web in
different places. It is my wish to pull all these together in a
unified and consistent interface, but that will require some
work and goes beyond my abilities.

Not content to simply discuss technical matters, within
weeks we were debating the essence of the book. This topic
which would recur periodically, and it exploded in the
spring of 1998 around the question of defining the artists’
book. This “innocently simple” question, looking for a
definition of “artists’ book,” results in 89 printed pages that
are still regularly read and cited. This and other discussions
regularly traveled very circuitous routes, becoming “what is
art,” the difference between “art” and “craft,” the definition
of “craft,” training, technical competence... While there
are also the ubiquitous “me too” replies, the list and its
archive nevertheless became a great repository of collective
experience and knowledge about such arcane topics as
reconditioning a press, finding a particular supplier, using
materials, and how to practice the craft of bookbinding. The
quality of postings varies, determined by the expertise of the
poster, but even a simple or naive post serves an educational
function as well. We all learn best from our own or other's
experiences. Sustaining all this learning is an incredible
global community of individuals who share generously of
themselves. In a few cases, participation has become multi-
generational, with parents and offspring contributing to the
discussions.

In the early days, the idea of Book_Arts-L, an online
community, or pretty much any presence of our allied
arts and crafts on the then-newish internet was not met
with universal acceptance. Indeed, there were numerous
voices that spoke out against it within the Guild and its
membership, as well as other similarly-focused organizations.

Among the concerns were gatekeeping, “trust,” fad, and

fears for the survival of print publications such as newsletters.

When I started Book_Arts-L, I had no idea how long it
would last. Almost 30 years later, numerous other friendly
and aligned lists and fora appeared, and then faded. The
book arts, and related fields, have also proliferated on social
media. While they do provide easy ways to share work,
especially images, such platforms are not well suited to long-
form discussions.

In 2019, on the 25™ anniversary of Book_Arts-L, I made
the decision to step back by the 30%, quietly hoping that the
list would continue under new “ownership.” In late 2022, I
opened that conversation, and very quickly events took on
a life of their own. Of great importance to me was also the
continued availability of the archive. I was very glad and
relieved when Kim Norman and Emory University Library’s
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Preservation Department stepped forward, especially as the
University already uses the same backend infrastructure,
which would make the transition more straightforward. On
June 1% of this year, the community moved to Emory. I look
forward to mentoring Kim as she takes the reins and reshapes
the list to better reach its community, while moving it
forward. At the same time, [ will continue to enjoy watching
and contributing, without the responsibilities. It has been an
adventure, and I will always be grateful for the experience of
nurturing and managing the list.

What follows are some snapshots of Book_Arts-L’s
activities these past 29 years.

Where did subscribers come from? As of the end of
May 2023, 2376 subscribers came from the United States
(2,236), Canada (36), Australia, United Kingdom (18 each),
Germany (9), Netherlands, New Zealand (8 each), Romania
(3), Italy, South Africa, Sweden (2 each), Austria, Belgium,
Colombia, Denmark, Estonia, Israel, Malta, Mexico, Spain,
Switzerland (1 each). This number is based on the “domain”
of the subscriber with all .com, .org, .edu being attributed
to the US. Given that Gmail, AOL, and many other internet
providers are international, but based in US, this significantly
inflates the US total of subscribers.

In the past 29 years, Book_Arts-L received a total of
00,831 posts that represent approximately 53,000 “threads” or
topics that were sent by approximately 7,000 “subscribers.”
Names online are one of those things with frequent changes,
so the actual number of distinct posters will be lower than
those 7,000, but based on a cursory scan, not by much.
There has also been a good level of turnover over the years
with subscribers coming and going. That said, the top
posters have remained fairly stable, some posting regularly
over the lifetime of the list.

The chart below shows the total number of posts by year.
The number climbed steeply in the first 3 years, but has been
in decline since 2010.

Book_Arts-L Total Postings (Data 7/1994 — 5/2023)
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This same trend can be seen in visits to the Book Arts Web,
the website I have maintained with a vast number of links to
other resources. Google started offering its Analytics in 2006.
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Facebook and other social media started becoming more
prevalent after the introduction of the “smart” phone by
Apple in 2007.

Book Arts Web & Book_Arts-L Postings
2007 - 5/2023
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The top 20 threads are shown below. As with everything
related to posts, sometimes the subject lines of the thread
don’t apply at the message level, if the topic shifted during
the conversation.

Top 20 Threads IT| Count of Posts

[no subject] 157
Re: "Digital Dark Age" 83
Re[BKARTS] Patriot act takes an artist (good!) 78
No Subject 78
[BKARTS] 66
Re[BKARTS] bookart 57
Re: [BKARTS] AIC stuff 53
Re: Making the Perfect Wheat Starch Paste 50
Re: Book Art vs. Book Arts 47
Re: city names a6
Re[BKARTS] secret book repair 45
Re[BKARTS] Adding a pocket in a book cover a5
Re: Definition of the Artists Book (YES, again) 41
Re: LEGAL DEPOSIT OF BOOKS 41
Re[BKARTS] Telling of the Book Arts World 40
Re[BKARTS] Etsy? 38
Re[BKARTS] tips to avoid getting glue on paper 38
Re: Bewildered at a book 37
Re: glue 37
New on the ABAA-booknet Web Server 37
Grand Total 1114

Most postings were sent mid-week, with the weekends
the slowest. This pattern seems logical, as subscribers have

lives outside the book arts.

Book_Arts-L Postings per Day of Week by Year (Data 6/1994 — 5/2023) rvors
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PETER D. VERHEYEN is a bookbinder, conservator,

and librarian. After four years as a work-study student in
preservation, he completed a formal apprenticeship in
bookbinding in Germany, studied conservation in Ascona,
Switzerland, and worked as a conservator and binder in
private practice and at institutions. His bindings have been
exhibited widely with the Guild of Book Workers and
elsewhere. In 1994 he founded Book_Arts-L, and a year
later the Book Arts Web. From 2004—2013 he published The
Bonefolder e-journal. More at pressbengel.blogspot.com.

ADDITIONAL READINGS AND SOURCES:
* Book_Arts-L FAQ at Emory University
Libraries: bit.ly/access-bookartslist.
* Book_Arts-L Assessment: (2015), blog post at Bonefolder
Extras. bit.ly/bookartslist-2015.

* Bringing us together/Getting us out. Presented by
Peter D. Verheyen at Hot Type in a Cold World, a
Symposium sponsored by the Silver Buckle Press,
Madison, WI in 1998. The book arts online four years
after the founding of Book_Arts-L: philobiblon.com/
HotType.shtml.

History of the Conservation Distlist and CoOL at
Stanford: bit.ly/history-of-cool.

¢ Peter S. Graham: bit.ly/mourning-peter-graham.

Colophon Pergamena
Parchment and Leathers
BOOK ARTS SUPPLY Since 1550

The Parchment and Leather products that make
not just books; but Art.

At this years GBW Standards Show you can find Pergamena’s veg
tanned Leather and handcrafted Parchment products available for
purchase at Colophon’s booth. In honor of us turning a page in
our Partnership; Pergamena is offering exclusive deals, products
and a chance to win a whole skin when you stop by Colophon’s
table.

www.Pergamena.net Info@Pergamena.net
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