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Interview: Jackie Batey

Jackie Batey self-publishes a range of books as well as the zine Future Fantasteek!. Her publications are available through gallery and library collections. Jackie’s website is a work of art in itself: beautifully laid out and packed full of publications. The themes and ideas behind her work are well explained and there are plenty of sample pages to take a look at. Definitely worth a look!

[Interview conducted by Andrew Owen Johnston via email, August 2007.]
Damp Flat Books

ANDREW: Could you describe a few of the different books you’ve published?

JACKIE: I produce humorous/observational books themed around anxiety, modern living and Englishness. E.g.
We’re Sorry - a celebration of broken machinery and clapped-out computers all suripticiously captured on camera phone and bought together in a small double-bound blue book, sealed with hazard tape.

Damp in Ditchwater – An ironic history - told through postcards - of the philanthropic, family-run Damp Industries’ partnership with the sleepy town of Ditchwater-by-Sea. Damp Industries’ self-appointed mission, is to strive until culture, learning and suitable products reside in the South (whether it wants it or not).

Anxious Homes, is the antidote to all the 'Life Instructions' that surround us. This book provides a step-by-step guide of how to appear like you're doing everything properly. It contains explanations in detail of how-to-get-away-with-it.  It is a manual for people with better things to worry about than housework.
Mortal Coil - based on the poem, Mortal Limit by Robert Penn Warren. The text is split into 7 sections, hand drawn typographically to emphasise key words. The typography sits above photo collages exploring the melancholy of the landscape as it metamorphoses from undeveloped ruralscapes into urban jungles. Themes of urban decay and aspirational descriptions of the landscape are tinged with the failings of the human spirit. Created for the Kentucky Museum of Arts and Craft.
ANDREW: What’s the process of getting the books printed?

JACKIE: I self-publish, so I do everything from design, illustration, writing, layout, printing and binding. Then I do my own marketing and promotion.

I use quark to layout the pages on a Mac then print on an A3 inkjet or A4 laser printer depending. I use a variety of different paper types, rather than specifically printer paper. This gives my books more of a handmade feel, as photocopy paper can be rather harsh to imagery. I feel that changing the paper quality can radically alter the feel of the book. I haunt stationery shops for interesting materials. I have recently been printing on manilla envelopes, lined accounting paper and paper with metallic finishes. My zine uses the most normal paper, colour laser paper, because it’s the largest edition I do at 50 copies, although I do try and allow for a more interesting texture on the cover.

ANDREW: Your books are often limited editions. Do you prefer having limited editions or is it just too expensive or time-consuming to publish more copies?

JACKIE: 

The Artist Book market is pretty niche and I don’t think it would support that many copies. I make between 10 and 40 copies of each title. There are a limited number of libraries that collect this type of book and a couple of shops that sell them (e.g. Bookarts Bookshop in London). It seems it’s more productive to make less of each book but keep making new titles. The books retain their preciousness and you can have a more personal relationship with the librarians/collectors. It’s also important to be seen to be still producing titles and exhibiting work in this sphere, keeping your collectors informed is very worthwhile.

ANDREW: Where are the books sold?

JACKIE: I sell directly to libraries and collectors often using the Book Arts Newsletter produced by UWE (Bristol University www.bookarts.uwe.ac.uk) as a way of knowing who’s out there. The internet is also a good source for finding collecting libraries. I sell the majority by special order to the States with a few going to Canada and the UK. The V&A Library have been very supportive and I visit their great bookarts curator (Andrew Russell) a a few times per year to talk about my work and show him my new books.

I quite often take my books to libraries to show the titles.

See my website for a full list of locations.
I also sell my books through The Bookart Bookshop in London  www.bookartbookshop.com  they specialises in handmade books and zines. (but you will have to give half your selling price to them - this is pretty normal).

I’ve also started stocking my zine in Pure Grooves music store in London.

Actually, for me it’s more useful to sell direct to libraries and collections, this means one book can have a larger audience and many will end up in online databases. This is where I focus my energies. 

There is a large bookarts fair each year in London, but I tend to put my books into overseas fairs now, since that’s my biggest market.

ANDREW: Does Damp Flat Books make a profit?

JACKIE: Indirectly, I easily cover my costs with the books I make, but I also teach at the University of Portsmouth and as part of my contract I’m expected to be active artistically. This means I get a day a week courtesy of the University to work on my books at home - which is great. So it won’t make me rich but it’s something that enhances my teaching and I enjoy doing. I’m not sure I could make a living doing only this, I was previously a freelance illustrator and that paid better per job - but it was rather soul-destroying.

Working part-time as a lecturer gives me time and support to continue making the books.

ANDREW: How difficult is it to become a lecturer? I imagine it’s a real challenge balancing your education with your creative projects whilst trying to earn a living.

JACKIE: It's difficult getting into lecturing on a permanent basis, since there are not that many jobs and people tend to hang onto them when they’ve got them. The best way-in is through part time work, often short contract or hourly paid. Many Universities, notably the London ones rely heavily on hourly-paid staff. Often they’re looking for specific expertise such as printmaking knowledge, bookbinding, computer know-how or drawing skills. Sending a c.v or even suggesting a possible project or lecture can be a good idea. Even in art-based subjects it includes giving lectures to large numbers of students so don’t do it if you don’t like public speaking.

The way Universities work at the moment is interesting - on a permanent full-time contract there is an obligation to continue your own artwork. It’s known as ‘research’ even though it includes making artwork, having exhibitions, publishing books or articles, presenting at conferences. There is time included during the week to do this. A full-time job is 4 days teaching and 1 day ‘research’. You have to show you’re doing work that somehow enhances the Universities reputation (tricky one) but on the positive there are additional grants to help support your own projects. The University of Portsmouth is very supportive and did give me some additional time and a materials budget to help me make Future Fantasteek! (which is why I can afford to give some copies away free to libraries). Universities will also invest in longterm staff, e.g. when I wanted to study for a PhD, the University paid the majority of the tuition fees. It’s a demanding job but it can be very rewarding - if you have the temperament for it (and good at paperwork,  public speaking and report writing, there’s a lot of this).
ANDREW: You mention that working as a commercial illustrator was ‘soul-destroying’. Was it a lack of creative control that made you feel that way?

JACKIE: Not so much that as the pointlessness of the tasks set. Advertising images for things people would be better off not buying and covers for books that shouldn’t be read. I guess I just got sick and tired of promoting crap.
ANDREW: Is there anything about your current method of working that you desperately want to change or are things all working out nicely.

JACKIE: So far so good, but I am aware to keep trying to change things regularly to keep my ideas interesting to both me and the viewer. All creative work needs a boost now and again to keep it moving.

ANDREW: What artists and publishers have been inspirational to you?
JACKIE: Fluxus – It’s great to find out fine art can be funny.

Marcel Duchamp – He’s so bloody clever.

Jpseph Beuys – For his multiples

Edward Hopper - For his beautiful colours.

David Shrigley – For his drawings

El Lissitzkky – For his typography

Sarah Bodman – Is the brains behind the UWE artist book collection and produces the bookarts newsletter and Artist Book Yearbook.

I also look at lots of old advertising for the layout, design and phraseology.

Why Have Exhibitions ?

ANDREW: What are the benefits of exhibiting your work in galleries and collections? I imagine that the potential audience (is this the right word to use?) is huge and that most of the people who come into contact with your work do so in this way.

JACKIE: This is true, the artist book market is growing, especially in the US, as are zines. While zines are supported by online shops, and small shops/distros the artist book market is more aligned to fine art. There’s an expectation that bookarts will have been exhibited in a gallery or library. Artists’ Books are regarded as artworks and treated as such. Many can be very sculptural and do not function as regular books. (They’re not to be confused with books by artists such as limited editions containing illustrations by well-known painters). Book arts can question the nature of the book but can also be about the artist communicating directly to an audience (this is where zines feature). Exhibiting books in shows enhances the reputation of the book and makes it more desirable for purchase. I suppose it shows the book is taken seriously as an artwork. Collections are looking to be representative so will look for items that are ’trusted’. It’s an odd one really.

Often collectors will see your books in a show and it reminds them you are still making work, it’s important to be seen as still active. 

ANDREW: What sort of feedback do you get from the collections and exhibitions?

JACKIE: Collections and libraries are great, I get many messages from curators & librarians. The books are often taken and shown during conferences and lectures and again the feedback from this is really positive.

Exhibitions are shorter term but again they’re good for interest and sales.

Often collections or exhibitions put information and images online or publish promotional material - it’s really good if you can get included in these.

ANDREW: Do you think the small press is well reflected in collections and exhibitions or are they more arts centred?

JACKIE: They are more arts centred to be sure, but there are more venues than ever before. Many themed exhibitions are open to artist’s books and zines than would have been 10 years ago (when I started making them).

There is definitely more happening in the US than UK, but it is happening here if you look. There are new zine collections popping-up all over and limited edition books and presses are appearing. The revolution in desktop publishing has made it possible for people to create their own books/zines and libraries are becoming interested. They represent an uncensored view of the world around us. It’s exciting at the moment.

Future Fantasteek! Zine

ANDREW: Future Fantasteek! is your first zine publication. Why had you never made a zine before?

JACKIE: I have been working in the artist book genre for a number of years but only really became aware of ‘zines’ as a field fairly recently. I think partly because they’ve gone under many other names before – comic, manifesto, fanzine etc.

Seeing zine libraries and collections emerge and reading about the diversity really interested me. This unlimited, uncensored artform seemed so much fun. Zines seem to offer the space to be more outspoken, you need something to say, but this is the lure of them.

ANDREW: A lot of people publish zines because they enjoy a closer connection with the reader. Is this something you were aware of when deciding to make Future Fantasteek! or was it more a means of reaching a different audience?

JACKIE: I like the idea that there are specific locations for readers, such as collections, libraries and distros etc. I prefer to give a zine to a collection than sell to an individual, - it’s great when something can be a public resource and there’s a chance you can share something with someone. The different readership is also a challenge, some of my zines have gone into teen libraries – I’ve not aimed at this audience before and it was a different kind of experience. Visual work has to keep changing and evolving to keep the artist/writer interested. The internet and self-publishing have opened so many doors for people it’s amazing.

ANDREW: What are your ambitions for Future Fantasteek! and Damp Flat Books?

JACKIE: Haven’t thought that far ahead, but I did recently get the go ahead to start a zine collection at the University of Portsmouth which is great.

I’ll set up a website version of the collection as it builds, so hopefully in the future I’ll be able to work with other zinemakers and set up some joint projects and shows.
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