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The State of Fairs from Boston

to San Francisco

Text by Christopher Sleboda and Kathleen Sleboda

When exhibiting at an art book fair, it's common for visitors to ask
about how we started. When we share our story, we often turn to a
metaphor we love: art book fairs as hives of activity, as pollinators
for other events, and as sites for inspiration and invigoration.

These ideas relate to our personal experience and map to
phenomena we've observed over the past ten years. Draw Down,
our publishing imprint and curated bookshop, started as a
direct response to our first visit to the NY Art Book Fair (NYABF)
in 2012. The visitor experience was formative for us. MoMA

PSl, the satellite outpost of the Museum of Modern Art in New
York is a sprawling renovated public school building. Its long
hallways, institutional decor, and maze of rooms were packed
with everything we adored: books and zines, printed ephemera,
photography and posters, incredible graphic design from the
future and the past. We recognized and heard around us book
people: a crowd who loved bindings and the smell of ink, who paid
attention to paper and production details, who loved the idea of
books as art, multiples, and expression through printed matter.

We instantly became interested in joining and participating in this
incredible community of makers and publishers, designers, and
artists. We aimed to participate in NYABF as exhibitors instead of
visitors. That goal prompted us to start a publishing outfit, Draw
Down. Exhibiting at art book fairs was one of our goals from the
very beginning.

Although we were based in the United States, the first book fair
we participated in was the I Never Read, Art Book Fair Basel in
Switzerland in 2013. That event, held concurrent with Art Basel,
became our entry into the unofficial DIY community of art book
fair exhibitors. The following year we exhibited at the NY Art
Book Fair. Launched in 2005, the NYABF has grown with leaps
and bounds; attendance has tripled and then doubled again,
expanding as the fair’s reputation grew through word of mouth
and positive press. The last fair held in person, in 2019, attracted
40,000 visitors and brought together hundreds of exhibitors from
around the globe. Applications number in the hundreds and the
chance to exhibit is coveted.

Book fairs bring together people who love making and thinking
about artist books— designers, artists, writers, and friends. The
inclusive nature of NYABF and LA Art Book Fair (LAABF) brings
together a spectrum of publishing—from simple zines to fine

art editions, photo books to antiquarian materials—resulting in
Something for everyone. No matter how esoteric or obscure your
a‘rea of interest, the sheer number of exhibitors means that each
Visitor has the potential to recognize themselves in a publication,
to suddenly feel a spark of recognition or connection.

The regular schedule of the fairs is also part of their appeal for
Publishers. The fairs become self-imposed deadlines for projects,
asthey're the perfect opportunity (or excuse) to launch new work,
Plan related events, and generally celebrate a growing catalog

?f Publications. And one phenomenon we've loved observing

1s how the big fairs—the coastal mainstays in New York City and
LA-have Prompted smaller regional and local fairs to pop up. In
the same Wway we visited the fair and were inspired, other visitors

realize that they can export the experience to their community or
school. These events, in turn, create models that can inspire and
be replicated, continuing a trend where the cultural experience
of artist book fairs—social interaction structured around creative
work, fairgoers speaking directly with the people involved in a
book’s making—are reproduced at different scales, each time with
a new flavor.
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We’'re not immune from the impulse to replicate the kind of magic
that the big American book fairs create. In 2015, Christopher was
working as the Director of Graphic Design at the Yale University
Art Gallery and, with several Yale graduate students, pitched a
new idea: the museum would hold a one-day art book fair close to
the winter holiday break, with the idea being that students from
different regional universities and colleges could participate,
along with artists and publishers from New York, Providence,
Boston, and points in between. This fair was developed to focus
specifically on graphic design and to be inclusive to a range of
artists and bookmakers from different generations. Dubbed the
Odds and Ends Art Book Fair, the one-time event was so successful
that it became an annual gathering, introducing more people

to the excitement of perusing tables and speaking to makers,
designers, and publishers. Over the years, the book fair evolved to
include programming, an exhibition space for books produced by
students and faculty in the Yale School of Art, and an opportunity
to showcase experimental work. The fair became a meeting place,
building bridges between different design programs: RISD, Yale,
Boston University, the University of Connecticut, and SVA in New
York City.

As is the way with successful fairs that attract a motivated and
engaged audience, Odds and Ends encouraged other fairs to
launch. In 2017, librarians and faculty at the Rhode Island School
of Design (RISD) began a fair of their own: Unbound RISD Art
Book Fair. This now annual event, which will have its sixth
iteration in April 2022, was started to inspire dialogue around
cultural publishing in Providence, Rhode Island, and bring
together experienced fair exhibitors and newcomers. Other

local artist book fairs also began popping up in our area, creating
opportunities for publishers, new experiences for locals, and

a busy fair circuit: the New England Art Book Fair (NEABF) in
Portland, Maine launched in 2016; the Northampton Print & Book
Fair in Massachusetts ran from 2015 through 2020, and the Boston
Art Book Fair launched in 2017. It seemed like no North American
metropolitan area could call itself an arts hub without an artist
book fair; Vancouver, Toronto, Montreal, Philadelphia, Seattle,
Cleveland, Baltimore, Washington, D.C., and Chicago all sprouted
art book fairs.
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In our estimation, the local, community-based, and smaller
regional fairs are a perfect companion to larger events in the
bigger cities. They create spaces where people can experiment
and have a fair experience with less economic outlay than might
be required at a big event. In some ways, the smaller fairs act as

a gateway or bridge—helping people refine their presentation
and understand the ins and outs of exhibiting their work. Small
fairs can map to local interests, taking on idiosyncratic qualities
that help make the event unique and memorable. And one of the
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fantastic things about the artist book community in the United

States is that fair organizers are open to sharing best practices.
resources, and information. Many fairs are organized by people
who've participated as an exhibitor at other events, meaning that
this insider experience feeds into their vision and values for the

fairs they create.

We spoke to three American fair organizers about their
asked Andrew Scripter, one of the co-
and a member of Wing Press. about
air to cater

experiences. When we
founders of the NEABF
starting NEABF, he said. "1 wanted to start a small f
to our little neck of the woods and bring together pr'
and publications that we found exciting at the time. The art

\east can sometimes feel like it's in a little
bubble. We found it important to bring publishers and artists
from outside of the area to Maine to hopefully infuse some new
influences into the community.” What was the thing that attracted
him to book fairs? “Attending fairs is one of my favorite ways to
zap my system with creative adrenaline. Every time I attend or
vend one, 1 walk away with 1,000 ideas for new projects or a little

fire under my ass to make stuff.”

ojects

community in the nortt

We reached out to David Kasprzak, co-founder of San Francisco's
Colpa Press and the San Francisco Art Book Fair (SFABF), which
began in 2016. It was Kasprzak’s experience at other national
and international book fairs that led to a homegrown effort: “As
long-time exhibitors of many book fairs, both nationally and
internationally, we've spent a lot of time sitting behind tables and
experiencing what has worked and what could use improvement.
With the SFABF, we tried to address some of these simple details
that made for a more comfortable fair for the exhibitors and
visitors—things like handing out water, providing exhibitors with
enough space around their tables, trying to keep the temperature
comfortable, etc. More importantly, we try to focus on the unique
publishing, art, and underground community that has been
active in the Bay Area for several decades and hope that these
communities continue with outlets like the SFABF...”
Randi Hopkins, the co-founder of the Boston Art Book Fair, spoke
about the flexible idea of what an art book fair could feature:
“We define ‘art books’ loosely—basically focusing on innovation
in visually exciting, inexpensive multiples; that is, on projects
and objects that present interesting visuals in accessible forms.”
The opportunity to launch a fairin a historic city like Boston
meant that fair could embrace all aspects of Boston's personality
as a cosmopolitan hub, from its Witch scene to its status as an
incubator for tech and biotech advancement. Randi notes that
“bigger organizations like the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum
have gotten a kick out of sharing table space with some of our
most scrappy zine producers, for example—and it energizes
everyone. | meet people all over the place who have attended and
fallen in love with the Boston Art Book Fair. This sounds so gushy
but really it just creates such a creative vibe and makes everyone
feel like they belong, that they make a valuable contribution.”

We asked Andrew, David, and Randi about their experience with
art book fairs since the start of the COVID pandemic. While some
fairs—Printed Matter, the Vancouver Art Book Fair, the Brooklyn
Art Book Fair—pivoted to offer online versions, many fairs have
simply gone dormant. Andrew commented that the logistics
seemed more complicated, while David said that an online
version, “wasn’t necessarily an accurate representation of the
SFABF,” and that the organizers “didn't have the resources to put
on an online fair that [they] felt would be successful enough.”
David mentioned something we've been wrestling with: “It's been
a tough past two years for the art book fair community without
us being able to gather for these fairs. Not only is it important for
small presses and artists to be able to connect directly with their
audience and peers, but as publishers ourselves, these fairs are
where we form relationships with booksellers, stores, and small
press distributors.”

We're very much looking forward to returning to fairs once th,
pick up again, but we're equally curious about the impac o e
two-year slowdown. This February, in lieu of a book fair (Whia
still seems difficult to hold with current health Precautions) ch
Christopher has organized Multiple Formats, an art book )
symposium at Boston University where we currently teach

The event brings together local, regional, and imernatiom’]
publishers, artists, designers, librarians, and collectors fora
hybrid event that is meant to be a soft launch for a new art bo,
fair at the University. Draw Down has just applied for oyr firs:k
person book fair in two years, the Unbound 2022 fair at RISD in-
Boston Art Book Fair plans to return to in-person events ip, Fz;l;nle
2022, and we've heard that Printed Matter hopes to return 1,
in-person event this fall, but dates have yet to be announceq an
While we're excited to think about reconnecting with our
community of book people, we're also grateful to have beep,
able to participate (remotely) in more international fairs thap
we thought possible during the pandemic: in Iraq, Spain, the
United Kingdom, and China. And it's been exciting to see Hide
international participation across the board, as technology offerg
the opportunity to overcome distance.

Draw Down has been delighted to have participated in the surge
of creativity linked to artist book fairs in the 21st century; we
hope that the growth that we observed before COVID-19—the
generative events that allowed new voices to emerge, the fairs
popping up in unexpected places—will begin to occur once more.
Earlier we mentioned dormancy, the state of being temporarily
inactive. If art book fairs in the US have been dormant, we suspect
that they have been building up energy and that this fallow period
will lead to a future flowering of projects once conditions become

favorable again.

Draw Down
An independent publishing project based in the United States. Run by Kathleenand

Christopher Sleboda since launching in 2013, Draw Down produces bocks, zines,
and posters focused on graphic design, typography, illustration, photography, art,
and architecture, while also selling a curated collection of books, zines, and posters.
https://draw-down.com
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