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1Friday 9 January 15
Thank you to the hosts here at the National Library for inviting me to speak about the acquisitions program and development of the Joan Flasch Artists Book Collection, ...



2Friday 9 January 15
...but before I can do so, I need to briefly sketch out the Collection’s mission, who its current patrons are and how they gain access to the material. And I’ll show you some examples of our public 
programming endeavors, all geared towards reaching new users. Of course all these components are interdependent and influence any collection development policies. 
I’ll be working along these four topics. 
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The Joan Flasch collection is comprehensive, or a bit messy, depending on your assessment criteria, but always has been. A few years ago I drew a pamphlet of the various production formats we’ve so 
far been able to get our hands on, and for which I could make an argument that they all fall under the umbrella of ‘artists’ publication’. As you can see, we collect sound and digital works, multiples, 
ephemera, posters, and have even left some room for growth. (Maybe phone–based works will be added next.) 
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The majority of the 7,500+ titles we currently hold comes printed and bound, but more often than not formats come in combination with each other. We don’t restrict ourselves to any of them nor do we 
favor specific edition sizes; there are one-of-a-kind works side-by-side with those produced in small numbers or in unlimited runs. 
Additionally there is a rapidly growing reference collection of secondary literature, as well as exhibition catalogs that deviate from a more traditional format and are works of art in themselves. We add 
about 300 new titles per year to these holdings.
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International in scope, but inclusive of local production, material has been actively collected from the 1960s onward, beginning with Fluxus and its cross-media experiments. The titles initially 
circulated in the main collection and were eventually pulled and stored behind the reference desk, no longer browsable beyond a title list.
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The Flasch collection was founded as a separate library entity 25 years ago and named in honor of a late staff and faculty member who had taught book binding courses up until her untimely death in 
1989.
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(There is one professional position, one full-time Special Collection manager, and a rotating staff  of grad students, interns, and volunteers.)
From its first days of existence, this collection has been open to anyone who walks through the door unannounced, and does so at no charge, on six days of the week, and with as few barriers as possible.



in Fiscal Year 2013/14 

with a total of 3,895 patrons coming as part of those.

we served 276 groups

In addition, we hosted 49 public events, 
with another 1,394 people attending,

and we pulled (...and then re-shelved....) a total of 18, 383 works.

7Friday 9 January 15
(There is one professional position, one full-time Special Collection manager, and a rotating staff  of grad students, interns, and volunteers.)
From its first days of existence, this collection has been open to anyone who walks through the door unannounced, and does so at no charge, on six days of the week, and with as few barriers as possible.



8Friday 9 January 15
(in fact our handling strategies don’t go beyond asking everyone to wash their hands and to use a pencil. (The gloves that you see there on the left are glued to, and part of, the book underneath.) 
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As of December 2014, we have about 7,500 titles cataloged and available for our institutional community and the public alike, and it is this commitment to serving both that guides me in the acquisition 
of any new material, whether it comes via donation, trade, or purchase. 
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This is SAIC’s most current mission statement as advertised on our website. 
The School puts concepts of exploration, curiosity, and a commitment to participating in Chicago’s cultural scene at the core of its educational objectives and the library’s Special Collections have always 
had similar goals in mind.



Collection History and Scope | Institutional Context | Access and Programming | Acquisitions and Acquisition Regrets

10Friday 9 January 15
This is SAIC’s most current mission statement as advertised on our website. 
The School puts concepts of exploration, curiosity, and a commitment to participating in Chicago’s cultural scene at the core of its educational objectives and the library’s Special Collections have always 
had similar goals in mind.



Collection History and Scope | Institutional Context | Access and Programming | Acquisitions (Dilemmas)

11Friday 9 January 15
There are other departments within the organization tasked with collecting editioned art (i.e. the Prints and Drawings Collection over in the Museum.)
There are other Special Collections within the School itself, i.e. the Video Data Bank,
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....and there are other special collections and archives held within the library. They are kept as autonomous entities and cataloged separately from the artists’ books collection even though holdings and 
represented artists can overlap (most notably the Randolph Street Gallery Archives and the Tony Zwicker Archives.) 
All of these are built to enhance the educational experience for the SAIC community as a whole and I keep those overlaps in mind when making purchase decision, to avoid any duplication of efforts.



Collection History and Scope | Institutional Context | Access and Programming | Acquisitions and Acquisition Regrets
13Friday 9 January 15

Most of the artists’ book collection is housed within the reading room itself, which, on any given day, gets used by individual patrons who do research in a more traditional sense or review material that 
directly fuels their studio practice. 
Group and class visits, coming from our own school or from surrounding institutions throughout the city and the bordering Midwestern States, can happen five, six times per day during the height of the 
semester where we conduct (often lengthy) face-to-face instruction sessions on the content of our holdings. 
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Access plays an even bigger role when it doesn’t restrict itself solely to the ability to handle physical objects or to browse through a database, but when it includes my staff and me as a resource. 
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Well before each semester begins, I go through the online course listings for each and every department. Any synopsis that sounds promising and could potentially overlap with our holdings, leads me to 
contact the respective faculty member and encourage him or her in a personal email to add a class visit to the artists’ book collection into their syllabus, of which I request a copy, and then pull a selection 
of material before the term starts, that they can preview and amend. These weeks before classes start are also a period where I make specific purchases based on the topics of each course. 
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To help me plan even further into the future, I get to see any new course proposals that have been submitted and were approved, which is also a chance for me to stay engaged in the disciplinary 
knowledge that lies at the base of the various departments who use us most heavily (Print Media; Photography; Fiber and Material Studies; Film, Video, New Media; or Visual Communications, Art 
History..) 
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Once the semester begins, we host or attend all campus-wide orientation sessions, our first of many direct invitations to set up individual research consultations with new Faculty and students. We were 
able to insert a visit to JFABC as a mandatory component into the 40+ Research Studio courses. This allows me to reach all incoming freshmen during their first semester of studies, and to get them 
excited about working in the formats we collect and in the empowerment that (self-) publishing brings. 
I take part in several faculty senate committees, in Fellowship Award juries, and in the bi-annual graduate critique cycle, all opportunities to make further connections that often lead to the purchase of 
new work. 
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Here is one course, that has used us most consistently over the last 2 years, not in the print department, not from writing, but it’s an app design class in the visual communications dept. The students not 
only crave the haptic experiences we offer and benefit from it, but also use the physical architecture of artists’ books and conceptual strategies of mapping out a narrative as inspiration for building their 
own digital works and helping the user navigate through them in interesting and successful ways. 
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I teach and co-teach courses centered around archives and special collections as well as a gad seminar on the history of artists’ publications, and every week I advise and offer feedback during an hour-
long walk-in a ‘Publications Clinic’ on the heavily-trafficked ground floor of the Student Center and cafeteria, where anyone - students, faculty, staff, the public - can walk up to the table with a project, 
whether it’s still in its conceptual stage, halfway produced, or finished and ready to be distributed. 
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The reading room itself is used as a performance, a film screening, a lecture and workshop space and we want to make sure that the general public feels just as welcomed as our own community. We 
advertise these events on campus and through our social media channels 
Here are a few examples of last year’s programming.
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Certificates of Authenticity in Art

March 30 - April 28

April 10Noon - 1:30 pm 

Lecture by Susan Hapgood & Cornelia Lauf

Exhibition

Sol LeWitt  Certificate for Wall Drawing #1217, 2006  //  Offset print, typewritten ink, and inscription on paper, signed, 27.9 x 21.6 cm (11 x 8 1/2”)  //  Courtesy the Estate of Sol LeWitt

Curated by Susan Hapgood and Cornelia Lauf

In Deed:

Joan Flasch Artists’ Book Collection

37 South Wabash Ave, Fifth Floor
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There is an active exhibition program, of traveling shows or of our own material, curated by myself or my staff, interns, Art Administration students (in our less than stellar cases and hallways.) 
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describe Fales Library/NYU collaboration (RSGA -Martin Wong sketchbooks)



23Friday 9 January 15

describe Fales Library/NYU collaboration (RSGA -Martin Wong sketchbooks)



24Friday 9 January 15
We add clips to the School’s vimeo channel, happy faculty and intern feedback; as well as any recording of lectures, readings and public performances (and then periodically the school takes out its big 
broom and thoroughly sweeps up its server space, or changes provider, and then they are all gone, kinda over night.)
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(Derive website)
One of the events coming up this spring, for which we are just starting to prepare, is a one day ‘Biblio-Derive’ event (because walking, and mapping, at least in our institution, are still the New Black, as 
is any material I can provide that deals with artists’ archives and collecting as a practice.)
Here is one of the prompts for Special Collections.
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To sum up this segment: My acquisitions are very much curriculum- and patron-driven. All the aforementioned activities allow me to cultivate on-campus relationships through a variety of ways, so that 
my own instructional efforts can become integrated into departmental goals in the most seamless fashion. 
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Students, faculty and staff can approach me in any number of contexts beyond the confines of the library. My goal has been (and is) to diversify our user base, to further the understanding and 
appreciation of these types of material, 



28Friday 9 January 15
and to develop an audience of repeat visitors who not only see us as a site of research and exploration,  but also as a potential repository for their own work. As a result, the Flasch Collection has become 
one of the few places on campus where the history of the institution’s creative output -- in any number of publication formats -- can be readily exemplified and accessed. 
However, work by students, faculty, staff, and other local artists form the smallest portion of the titles we add to the collection every month, which, on average, is 30 to 40. (It was 610 for 2013)
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Which finally brings me to what I was asked to 
talk about.
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Most of the works I buy come from galleries and stores within city limits - here are four of them
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from those located elsewhere in the US, 

--or from anywhere else in the world, where we order individually by title or through standing order agreements with publishers we have a long-established relationship with and trust the quality of their 
work (Book Works, Roma.)
(standing order agreements are not without problems, to put it mildly, but luckily there aren’t many artists or publishers that we collect comprehensively.)
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A few dealers still physically travel the country 

and I buy directly from artists who come by or point me to their websites and I thoroughly enjoy those exchanges, as time-consuming as they can prove to be. 
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I use 
dealer’s 
lists, 



34Friday 9 January 15
I visit the Chicago and NY book fairs, for the latter it gets increasingly difficult to even get close enough to a table 

(and yes, HUO IS everywhere..)

but it is still a place where I find presses previously unfamiliar to me (this year’s focus was on Norway.
http://www.hiwaterfall.com/en/about/ 
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I look less and less at email announcements,
I comb through publishers websites, social media sites, and blogs 
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I assess curricular value of a potential purchase with the help of all the on-campus exchanges I laid out earlier; faculty and student requests for specific titles are not all too common, but sometimes 
established connections to their own cultural contexts and home countries allow me to acquire a work I was not aware of, or could not afford without their intervention and bargaining skills.
describe Trong Nguyen, Answer to Job
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Given our handling practices,  cost is one of the main factors I consider, as is conceptual integrity and whether the work could potentially be of interest;  the reputation of an artist is definitely of 
secondary concern to me.
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Rarely is material traded, but I grateful accept donations of works that fall within our usage parameters, especially if it is something that would otherwise exceed my budgetary constraints  (btw, my 
acquisitions budget is 10% of the general budget, and in addition there are a few restricted funds as a fall back…..)
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a few words on what can or did go wrong:
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---there are severe space constraints (the size of this scroll for example is 600 feet,  a bit daunting to show it, show tight drawer) 
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Norman Conquest, Piss Bush, 1992 
(glass bottle, transparency, urine)

41Friday 9 January 15
Piss Bush slide
---there are material constraints – for the protection of everyone, I don’t buy anything flammable, ideally nothing that is self-destructing/decaying. 
I try to stay clear of materials like lead, acid, blood, semen or other bodily fluids that the students offer me, (as you can see, if needed, we make exceptions -- if this indeed is urine.)
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Also, if libraries are indeed defined not by what they contain but by what they omit, or by what they fail to include, then…I’m worried to be creating, at this very moment, historic gaps by not buying 
the right thing at the right time 
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I’ve made the mistake in 
the past
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... to pre-subscribe to artists’ projects and productions, and to pre-pay for them, only to find out that they then never materialized
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and I’ve bought cd-roms and other formats that are now obsolete and inaccessible
(Show media archaeology workshop)
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(describel iPad apps problem..)
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and what should I do with an artist’s project like this one by Miranda July, not really an acquisition but 20 emails over 20 weeks, all culled from the Sent folders of famous actors, athletes or artists along 
specific topics like travel, mothers, dreams or Barack Obama. Even though our institution’s emails are all owned by Google, the disclaimer at the end of each mailing says the copyright remains with her, 
and also forbids me to make any print-outs that I could stick into the ephemera files. 



Collection History and Scope | Institutional Context | Access and Programming | Acquisitions (Dilemmas)

47Friday 9 January 15
and what should I do with an artist’s project like this one by Miranda July, not really an acquisition but 20 emails over 20 weeks, all culled from the Sent folders of famous actors, athletes or artists along 
specific topics like travel, mothers, dreams or Barack Obama. Even though our institution’s emails are all owned by Google, the disclaimer at the end of each mailing says the copyright remains with her, 
and also forbids me to make any print-outs that I could stick into the ephemera files. 



48Friday 9 January 15
which is where a faculty member just recently found this exhibition catalog, we’ve now added it to the collection, and he ended up giving a lunch lecture on it.
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If I were to summarize the rationale behind my acquisitions efforts: the work I seek out often exemplifies the fact that artists’ books are not supplementary to a practice but can form an essential part of 
it; 
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 they document current developments in the process of artistic thinking and research, they nurture political consciousness as much as they foster the freedom of imagination. 
I’m interested in publications that are powerful through a poverty of means, books that are useful and want to be used, and in that process sometimes get used up. There is never a “you are too close” in 
our collection.
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one example for using up is..(describe)
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the opposite of “poverty of means”
 (describe using up Visionaire Scent and Taste)
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Artists’ books are often an invitation to collaborate and to me they embody a form of hospitality. (After these last few days with you, I’m sure you feel similarly. I’m so happy to be at a conference where 
we all preach to the converted..) Their individual relevance gets amplified in the physical proximity with other, similar work and when they are seen as a collective. They are most effective for our 
visitors in dialogue with each other. 
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Even after all these years in my role as a collector, educator, facilitator, gatherer, promoter, I never tire of providing a space where people can meet and access work that informs as much as it questions, 



54Friday 9 January 15
Even after all these years in my role as a collector, educator, facilitator, gatherer, promoter, I never tire of providing a space where people can meet and access work that informs as much as it questions, 



55Friday 9 January 15
where visitors can have conversations centered around art’s core values and explore the relationships that exist between the many different art forms and approaches we have out on the table day after 
day (which I have a tendency to overload.)
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Each book I buy will become one part of many; there is not one individual title we couldn’t live without, while surely there are some I would hate to lose.
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To end my talk I’ll show you two more items, this here one of the most fragile ones we own, courtesy of the Norton Family Foundation. (It also happens to be one of my top ten in the collection, or 
maybe my top 50.)
And this one maybe the most robust one we just added last week, it exists only as a catalog entry. As the artist states, it is the reader’s gaze that constitutes the binding. 

Thank you.
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