


Dear Reader,
What you hold in your hands is the work of many minds, and 
the fruits of a wonderful year of workshops, organizing, and 
bedrooms full of drying paper!  The People’s Library began in 
January 2013, in Richmond, VA and has since expanded and 
evolved in many exciting ways.  It is an incredible honor to be 
included in this exhibit, even more so that it coincides with our 
one year anniversary!  To commemorate this moment, and in 
the hopes of offering a model of the project for others to 
transpose and make their own, we present to you this brief 
guide to The People’s Library.

We (The People’s Librarians) believe that how, where, with 
whom, and why we labor is as important as what we produce. 
Therefore, the way the project has developed--in that it is 
collective, slow, discursive, tactile, public, and also sources 
discarded materials--further imbues it with social and political 
possibilities.  The People’s Library is both a vehicle for building 
community, and a window into our shared and unique 
histories. 

Sharing the project’s desire for poly-functionality, this 
document is as much an offering of the what, why, who, how, 
and where of the project, as it is a space to share our difficulties, 
frustrations, and speed-bumps we’ve experienced along the 
way.

Dedicated to those whose histories will never be 
read, written, or recorded.



What is The People’s Library?
The People’s Library is an ongoing collaborative project 
featuring libraries designed, built, and authored by community 
members.  The project transforms and repurposes discarded 
books into blank canvasses for the production and exchange 
of local histories. 

In Richmond, VA, at the Main Branch of the Richmond 
Public Library, a thousand blank books are being 
created for anyone in the community to check out, bring 
home, fill with their histories, and return to the library to 
be included in the permanent collection.  Through a
series of workshops, participants learn creative skills while 
engaging with each other and their public institutions in new 
and generative ways.

The project begins with free and public papermaking 
workshops where deaccessioned books are transformed into 
blank, handmade paper.  These pages are then sewn and 
bound into the covers of the old books; utilizing all parts of 
the books, and transforming old histories into a medium 
for recording new ones.  By blurring art, education, and 
community activism, the project becomes a platform for 
freely sharing skills while realizing alternative modes of 
engaging with each other, notions of history, and our public 
institutions.  The resulting installation becomes the real and 
symbolic meeting place for alienated publics, and offers 
sustainable, collective, and critical alternatives for the form 
and function of public art.

The People’s Library champions collective production as an 
avenue for face to face interaction between diverse 
publics.  Each workshop, which are free and open to 
anyone,  are co-faclilitated by members of our youth 
mentorship program (The People’s Librarians) which brings 
college students and high school students together to 
manage and produce the project.  Workshop participants 
complete the various tasks necessary to build the books, 
engage in conversation, and explore creative, social, and 
educational skills.  The project reflects the histories, needs, 
and desires of local residents, while reinterpreting  public 
institutions as a space for production, meditation, and 
alternative education.



Learning the skills needed to produce the books 
(papermaking, bookbinding, silk-screening).

Thinking critically about the project’s socio-political context, 
and how these factors can be incorporated, challenged, and 
addressed throughout the project.

Working together to determine which community, theme, or 
topic to engage with during the semester.

Making connections and reaching out to corresponding 
community partners/institutions to design and schedule 
workshops.

Gathering resources, materials, and venues needed to 
carry out the project.

Hosting and leading the workshops!

Workshops are free and open to anyone, so it’s important to 
develop and use language that is inclusive and inspiring, while 
not reductive, that allows participants to understand the 
project’s practical, social, and political possibilities.

Being a patient, understanding, and engaging teacher.

Learning the social and civic skills necessary to develop 
meaningful  and equitable community partnerships.

Reflecting on the experiences throughout the semester to 
make suggestions for future People’s Librarians.

ABC’s of the PEOPLE’S LIBRARIANS 
Each semester, a group of high school and college students 
collaborate to lead The People’s Library.  These People’s 
Librarians learn the creative skills necessary to build the books 
(papermaking, bookbinding, silk-screening) as well as the 
organizing and educational skills required to facilitate public 
workshops, engage with community partners, write 
proposals, etc.  After learning the basic skills needed, 
librarians work together to choose a theme or community to 
engage with.  The People’s Librarians spend the remainder of 
the semester leading workshops and working with 
community partners to expand the library’s 
collection in their chosen direction.

As People’s Librarians, we do all kinds of things! 



Papermaking can be incredibly fun 
and acceesible.  You can make paper in a ton of 
ways with all kinds of materials.  When we began 
our project, we had never made a single sheet of 
paper and have only arrived where we are through 

exploration, failure, reaching out to people, and spilling lots and lots of water!  
Try out different processes to discover which suits your project best.

What materials will you use?  We’ve made paper with discarded books, 
invasive plants, old zines, and many other things.  Any material one chooses 
presents its own socio-political statements; make it unique, make it relevant.

We’ve included the process that we use in our workshops as a starting point. 

Please keep in mind that this is only one of the many ways you could do this!

Materials:  shredded paper · blender · bins · sponges · couch sheets · 
mold and deckle · screen · wooden blocks · water

Process:
First off, there’s no recipe.  No wrong decisions.  The more paper you put in 
the blender, the thicker your paper will turn out.  So experiment to find out 
what works best for you!  

Step 1:  Fill the blender with water and shredded paper, then blend.  This has 
been one of our best ‘marketing tools’ because people coming into the library 
always want to know, “Where is all that noise is coming from?!”

Step 2:  Pour the pulp into your mold.  Turn your hand into a whisk!  Then 
wiggle it around to spread the pulp till it covers the surface of your screen.

Step 3:  Lift the mold out of the water, but above the tub; try to keep it level 
with the table as the water drips out.  Take the frame off, place a screen over 
your paper and gently begin the drying process.  This can be done in various 
ways, we use: sponges, absorbent paper, screens, and wooden blocks. 





SEWING AND SIGNATURES

Once you’ve made your paper, the next step is to create 
signatures and bind them together.  For our collection, each book 
is ten pages long.  This means five full pages that are folded in half, 
placed one on top of each other, and sewn together into a signature.  
If your book has more pages, or multiple signatures, then you may 
want to consider alternative (fancier!) sewing techniques. 

Materials: bone folder (ours is synthetic) or an unfolded 
paper clip (anything dull that’ll score!)· the handmade pages · 
ruler · unwaxed #1 thread · 10 mm needle · beeswax · 
awl · acid free paper

All the paper needs to be folded before sewing the signatures 
together.  We use a ruler and bone folder to make sure that the 
paper we’ve made is neatly scored and folded.

We place the folded pages together in a book cradle, which 
ensures that as we punch the four holes (using an awl) they will 
stay aligned. 

With needle threaded, pull it through, or against, the beeswax (or use 
waxed thread...but then you don’t get to smell beeswax while 
working); this keeps the thread and page from tearing.

All that’s left is to sew your signature!  Take your signature 
and nestle it inside of a piece of acid free paper that is cut slightly 
larger (this way the paper we’ve made won’t be used for gluing later).  
It’s a really simple stitch, the illustrations should help!





GETTING THE BOOKS READY 
Once you’ve sewn your signatures, the books are ready to be 
bound and filled with prompts, title pages, catalogue information, 
and any additional elements that you think are important. 

Materials: archival glue · paint brush · covers (we used the 
covers from the old books, but you can use mat board, card 
stock...anything that is sturdy!) · bone folder · exacto knife or 
scissors · self adhering bookbinding tape

Before gluing, we get the covers ready by placing them (inside 
facing down) ¼ inch apart.  We cut the bookbinding tape roughly 
an inch longer than the covers, 
lay it over the seam, and evenly 
over the two pieces of our cover.  
Flip the book over, and fold the 
ends inward.  This way, when you 
glue the signature in, you won’t 
be able to see the ends of the tape.  
You have now created the spine of 
your book!

Spread an even layer of glue on the outside flaps (archival paper) of 
the signature.  Align the sewn edge of the signature with the inside 
of your cover’s seam.  Gently press the glued sides down onto the 
cover.  Working from the inside seam to the outside edge, use the 
bone folder to flatten the glued pages down and get rid of any pesky 
air bubbles.  Put the book under weight until the glue sets; we 
always leave them for at least 24 hours to be safe.  

Once the books are dry, you may have to trim the extra archival 
paper from the cover.

Should authorship be mandatory?
We are aware that some people benefit 
from anonymity, while others relish in 
the inclusion of their name.  As a result, 
we’ve left authorship, or anonymity, 
up to the participant.

What, if any, prompts should be 
included in the books? 
We thought about this for a long time.  

It was important that the books create a ‘community conversation’ when 
viewed as a whole, while allowing each history both to stand out and 
complicate simplified notions of our shared history.  We chose and
stamped 3 prompts into every book that we hoped would be revealing, 
interesting, and universal.  The rest of the book can be filled in any way a 
person likes.  As a way of easing the process for those who may feel 
overwhelmed by the empty pages, we also inserted a list of other possible 
ideas (maps, photos, collages, poetry…)  What questions from your 
community would you like answered?

How will the books be included 
in the library’s collection?  
Working with the library’s staff, we 
developed a system that allows the 
project to be catalogued in the library’s 
physical and digital collection.  In the 
back of each book is a note card for 
authors to include their name, birth 
date, neighborhoods referenced, as 
well as any subjects and topics that were specifically mentioned.  As each 
book is returned to the library, this information will be entered into the li-
brary’s database.  This process enables individuals to choose how they want 
to contextualize their history within the library’s permanent collection.  



Participants ‘tag’ their books with information that can be 
cross-referenced in future searches.  So if you were to write your book 
about the civil rights era and then include that 
information on your card, anytime someone 
searches the system for that topic, your memoir 
will come up alongside other texts on the subject.  
We even made call numbers!  PLV 101 
(People’s Library Virginia), hurray!  

How can the way you exhibit your library 
mirror and add to the ethics and ideas 
behind your project?  
Do you want an intimate encounter?  A space for 
social interaction?  Something that looks like the 
already present bookshelves, or one that sticks out?  Working with local 
woodworkers (Riley Duncan and Jeremy Dunn), we designed and built a 
structure that functions as a bookshelf, as well as a table for reading, 
writing, and conversation.  The shape references the base of a classical 
monument, but without the need for a horse or hero (just the labor, love, 
and histories of hundreds of individuals!).  In Richmond, VA, where one 
of our main thoroughfares is lined with statues to confederate leaders, 
where slave grave sites are paved over and threatened by ‘urban 
development,’ where our city’s incredibly diverse and challenging history 
is dumbed down and filtered, it was especially important that our 
project challenged the form and function of a monument.  These reasons, 
and many others, helped guide and inspire certain aesthetic, linguistic, 
and material choices throughout the project.  What is important to you?       
To your local community?  Understanding how history is produced, 
distributed, and maintained within your local context will help you
understand the power, limitations, and direction for your project.  In your 
library, you may want something more mobile, temporary, public, etc.  
Asking the right questions to yourself and others will help you discover 
what will work best.

Once you’ve built your blank books who is going to 
author them?
First you may want to decide how the books will function.  Should each 
book to have its own author?  Perhaps a conversation book with
multiple people reflecting on the same prompt?  Understanding how you 
want the books to function will help you figure the most 
appropriate way(s) for the books to be authored.  It was important that 
we took two ‘approaches.’  The first being the “build it and people will 
participate” model...where anyone, at any point, with or without knowing 
us or anything about the project can go to the library, check out a book, 
author a book, and be included in the library’s permanent 
collection.  The second method involves the important action of
reaching out to certain community groups that work with individuals 
that may not be able to physically accesss the library (prisoners, senior 
citizens with low mobility, etc).

Here are some other groups that may be worth contacting:

Community/education programs:  Community partnerships can build 
relationships for future and ongoing collaborations through programs 
that focus on arts, creative writing, social justice, and education.

Schools, afterschool programs, summer school programs: These can 
create avenues to include younger voices in the project.  Some schools 
may be interested in creating a mentor/internship programs, doing field 
trips, or other activities.  

Library Programs: Your local library may already be doing amazing 
things! No need to reinvent the wheel, find ways to support their work!

Reach out to local/regional media:  These can be a wonderful way to 
get the word out.  Work together to write press releases (it’s a great
 skill to learn!).

Family, friends, and neighbors:  We all have amazing resources at our 
fingertips and may overlook people in our close proximity.  Asking 
someone you know (or want to know...hint, hint) to include their 
history can be an amazing vehicle for connecting with those around you.



This guidebook was written and edited by Asma Alomari, 
Courtney Bowles, Valentina Lopez, Emma Silverman, 
and Mark Strandquist.  

Perpetual thanks to Patty Parks , Natasha Payne, and the 
amazing folks at the Richmond Public Library, Riley Duncan, 
Jeremy Dunn,VCU Arts, Columbia College’s Center for Book 
and Paper Arts, Studio 23, and all the wonderful people who’ve 
participated in the project so far.

Illustrations by Jude Strandquist 

For more information and a more expansive explanation of our 
process, including video tutorials and free pdfs, 
visit us online at: www.the-peoples-library.com

Every object we own, utilize, and consume
accrues history both through the labor that went into its 
production, and how it is used.  As we acquire and encounter 
objects, as we take them home with us to be on our walls, 
mantels, or a closed up box that we stumble upon every year 
or so, we attach memories and significance to them.  They 
become symbols for experiences.  Ways to tap into our 
memories.  However, we often view an object’s history as 
starting with us, not with the people, resources, and time that 
went into its creation.

We (The People’s Librarians) see our process itself as a social 
and aesthetic form as important as the books themselves.  
Thus, by producing the project through collective, 
sustainable, and public means, the People’s Library becomes 
both a vehicle for building community, and a window into 
our shared and unique histories. 

“Community” is a word often used when describing the 
positive or utopian implications of participatory and socially 
engaged art.  While we use it here with intention, hope, and 
excitement, we acknowledge that the “Community” created 
throughout our project (as beautiful as it is!) has its 
limitations.  Can only be so diverse.  Will not eradicate 
systemic alienation, or replace hierarchical methods of 
producing, validating, and distributing history.

Instead, we claim art as a site, as a stage, as a vehicle for 
designing and showcasing new ways forward.  As a space for 
creating alternative models for interacting with each other, 
with those in power, and with the world around us.  
Everyone is a librarian!  Onward! 



THE PEOPLE’S PRESS // 2014
101 E. Franklin St. Richmond, VA

In parternship with Columbia College’s 
Center for Book and Paper Arts

www.the-peoples-library.com


