














lJSA AND LENNIE'S, OR A DAY IN THE WOODS

By Richard Schimmelpfeng

A nicer day for a trip to visit the Leonard Baskin s couldn' t have been
found : warm, sunny, perfect traveling and visiting weather.

After a brief lunch at a nearby diner that th e Baskin s t hemselves patronize,
our party of 12 met at t heir farmhouse home at 2 o'clock. We were met by
Mrs. Baskin - Lisa - and Leonard himself, who took us to the library. And
what a library it was! Created out of the existing house, the library was two
stories high, with bookcases reaching from floor to ceiling and with a traveling
ladd er to reach th e higher shelves. At one end of the room was a small
balcony, and beneath this and behind t he scenes was anoth er room filled with
commercial library sta cks, where the "overflow" was housed. When asked what
would happen when th e shelves got full, Mr. Baskin said, "We put them in
anoth er room; we've got a lot of rooms!"

The library was filled with books, art objects, furniture (the desk once
belonged to Virginia WooIO, and pieces of Baskin's own sculptu re. Mr. Baskin's
book collection took up two-thirds of the library and Mrs . Baskin's collection th e
rest. Virtually all of Mr. Baskin's collection relates to t he graphic arts in one
way or anoth er and dates from th e 16th century to the present. A large
number of the books are ra re in the sense that only a few copies still exist, and
some have been rebound or put into beautiful book boxes made by
contemporary bookbind ers.

At first th e Baskins were a bit confused about what we children's book
collectors were doing there; but once it was made clear th at we wanted to see
th em and th eir books - not necessarily just children's books - the show-and­
tell session began .

Mr. and Mrs. Baskin th en alternated in displaying their treasures. One
book would lead to another, and th ey would reach for item s on the shelves, for
the most part knowing exactly where to find them. He would bring out a rare
work with elaborate woodcut borders surrounding the pages and then would
show another handsomely bound volume that related to it in some way. He
knew the artists and histori es of each work.

Mrs . Baskin collects women's writings, books either written by women or
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dealing with women in some way - such as th e earliest English book treating
of women in English law - and books printed by wome n (there were prominent
women printers in the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries). She showed the first
edition of Phyllis Wheatley's poems and told the history of this young black
woman who was the first Afro-American poet in this country. Mrs . Baskin also
collects women-related ephemera and showed us some badges used by the
Suffragettes, pins, etc.

Finally, Mrs . Baskin asked her husband to show us some of his own work.
He displayed two works, one on grotesque figures and th e other on irises. He
said his wife likes irises; he hates th em, but nonetheless he has produced a
magnificent book about them! As he showed the volumes and turned the
leaves, he discussed the various methods of reproduction, his ideas of how
certain detail s would be used, the very special papers he used, and the splendid
bindings for the edition. He was generous in answering questions asked by the
viewers, which frequently led to other comm ents about his work. For example,
he told us the volume on irises was prin ted in an edition of 35 copies at an
initial price of $5,000; th e few remai ning copies will sell for $9,000 .

Those wh o brought along books for him to sign got a chance to have them
autographed, and th en we had a short tour of Mr. Baskin 's barn, where he
works on his sculptures and where the Gehenna Press is currently housed. A
treat was in store for us, because bus ily working on repairing a press was
Hosiah Baskin, for whom Mr. Baskin wrote Hosie's A visry and Hosie's Zoo.
We were able to see proofs of some of Baskin 's work. After seeing th e
pressroom we said goodby to the Baskins, and so ended a very nice visit to
genial hosts.

Richard Schimmelpfeng recently retired as Director of Special Collections
of th e Homer F. Babbidge Library, University of Connecticut.

GEHENNA PRESS EXHIBIT

An exhibit of Leonard Baskin's Gehenna Press will be at the Grolier Club ,
New York City, until November 28, 1992.
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1992

Dec 5
Dec 13

1993

Jan 8-9
Feb 6-7
Mar 5-7
Mar 13
Mar 13

Mar 13-14
Apr 30­
May 1

BOOK FAIRS, 1992 - 1993

The Big Paper and Collectibles Show, Marlboro, MA
Gard en State Anti quarian Book Fair, Springfield, NJ

A.B.N.J . Book Fair, East Hanover, NJ
Pap er lind Collectibles Show, Boxborough, MA
Washington Antiquarian Book Fair, Arlington, VA
Historic York Book and Paper Fair, York, PA
South eastern Connecticut Antiquarian Book Fair, New London,
CT
Eph emera Thirteen Fair and Exhibition, Old Greenwic h, CT
MARIAB Antiquarian Book Fair, Park Plaza Castl e,
Boston , MA

I

Barbara and Rocco Verrilli
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