Karen Hanmer, Artist and Bookbinder, USA
www.karenhanmer.com
New work: www.karenhanmer.com/gallery
Guild of Book Workers exhibit:
www.guildofbookworkers.org/gallery/
markingtime

Creative practice
Production processes for artists’ books include: Inkjet,
Laser printed, Sculptural books.

Ficciones | Collection of Michigan State University
Jorge Luis Borges, Grove Press, 1962
Sewn on tapes laced into boards, covered in full yellow goatskin.
Backpared onlays of pale yellow and black. Textured pale yellow
endsheets, leather joint. Sewn endbands of black and yellow silk.
Acrylic edges. 8.25 x 5 x 1”
Design inspired by the theme of duality woven through Ficciones,
and by Borges’ reminiscence of childhood, “I used to stop for a
long time in front of the tiger’s cage to see him pacing back and
forth. I liked his natural beauty, his black stripes and his golden
stripes. And now that I am blind, one single colour remains for me,
and it is precisely the colour of the tiger, the color yellow.” 2006.

ABTREE
With reference to the ABTREE, my work is 90%
of the time in the Artists’ Books category, 10% in
the Ephemeral category. Within the artists’ books
category, my work would fit in about half of the sub
categories: sculptural, handmade, flip, photo, text,
sculptural, digitally printed.
In general, the categories under Artists’ Books are
not mutually exclusive - some describe content, some
structure, some method of production. Maybe you
could have the existing boxes organised into these
three groupings?

Oppenheimer Is Watching Me: A Memoir
Jeff Porter, University of Iowa Press, 2007
French technique fine binding: sewn on flattened cords laced into
boards, covered in full buffalo. Goatskin backpared onlay and inlaid
lines. Goatskin edge-to-edge doublure, with impression from inlaid
leather lines visible on suede flyleaves. Hand sewn silk headbands,
gilt top edge. 9.5 x 6 x.75”

I’m disappointed that there is no place on this chart
for my other interest, design binding. This absence
does clarify for me why binding is often excluded
in conversations about book arts – binding is about
craft, and if well done it is very much about ideas, but
is not at all about publishing or printmaking. Maybe
we could link binding in the diagram with a dotted
line - a couple of metres long - to Artisan?

Design inspired by author’s vignettes of growing up during the
Cold War: both the paranoia of nuclear attack and a landscape
filled with playful pop culture atomic references. 2006

I’ve always used the computer to design and produce
my artists’ books. I also do fine binding, and I use the
computer to create my design, to print templates of
the shapes of onlays and their placement, etc.

Technology and Tradition
Over time, I’m getting more efficient in my
production of editioned work, but this has nothing to
do with the use of technology. Software development
has made laying out text and controlling colour easier.

I have also used digital print-on-demand to produce
an exhibition catalogue. It was not as fine quality as
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offset, but I never would have been able to afford to
have a catalogue for the project otherwise.
Costs can also influence my methods of production
in several ways:
The coated-for-inkjet paper is much expensive than
paper for printmaking or regular text weight paper.
Sometimes the extra detail the coated paper can
produce is necessary, sometimes not.
Also, sometimes an upgrade to one of the software
packages I use would make something I want to
do much easier, or additional, expensive software
would allow me to do something I can’t (for example,
another driver for my printer that would allow me to
print longer than Epson’s limit of 44”).

Bluestem, Karen Hanmer, 2006. Pigment inkjet prints on polyester
film, double sided variation on flag book.
Illustration in collaboration with Henry Maron. 8 x 10 x.5” closed,
8 x 9 x 18” open. Edition of 25. Inspired by Willa Cather’s
My Antonia, and quote from the text printed on one end panel:
“Everywhere, as far as the eye could reach, there was nothing but
rough, shaggy, red grass… And there was so much motion in it;
the whole country seemed, somehow, to be running.”

Marketing and Distribution
I would say that my main target audience is
institutional collectors. I sell the majority of my artists’
books in descending order: Response to an annual
(paper) mailing announcing my new work; Sales by
my dealer; Book fairs; In personal sales calls. I also
sell through my own website and through my dealer’s
website.

The Future of the Book

Random Passions, Karen Hanmer, 2008. Laser prints on “vellum”
paper, pamphlet in case binding covered with velvet finish book
cloth, hot stamped title. 7 x 4 x. 25”. Edition of 100. Couples from
romance novel covers traced on translucent paper layer together
and multiple new combinations emerge.

No, I don’t think that there is any limit to the
definition of an artist’s book, I would say that it is a
work of art in book form with structure and content
produced as a unified whole.
I don’t think the loss of traditional artisan skills is an
issue. There will continue to be people who want to
make something by hand, people who want to teach
the skills they use in their own studio practice (though
maybe through other means than college courses), and
collectors who appreciate such objects.

With new technologies, I’m thinking mostly of
advances in printing and substrates, not ways to
go paperless. I’m not so interested in working with
electronic paper or screen-based works. In creating
my own work, I’m still pretty wedded to of making
something that the viewer holds in their hand – that a
key to getting the viewer to feel emotionally is having
them hold something, feel it physically, get their body
involved as they manipulate the structure. Feel the
weight and texture of the materials. Feel the resistance
or submissiveness of the materials as they move
through pages or play with the structure. Listen to the
sound the book makes as the pages or parts move.

At the same that time artists’ bookmaking is going
digital, and publishing is becoming paperless, there
is a revival of interest in learning traditional leather
binding, letterpress, and other traditional methods.

This case study forms part of the Centre for Fine Print Research’s
AHRC funded project 2008 - 2010: What will be the canon for the artist’s
book in the 21st Century (In an arena that now includes both digital and
traditionally produced artists’ books, what will constitute the concepts of artists’
publishing in the future?) http://www.bookarts.uwe.ac.uk/canon.htm

I’m not sure yet how the viewer could get similar
sensations by sitting in front of a monitor, keyboard
or mouse, or with a handheld device.
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