'Salisbury in Detail'

The publication in October 2009 of 'Salisbury in Detail' was the culmination of a process which had begun some four years previously, when a Salisbury Civic Society member offered some money from the estate of his parents, in commemoration of them. Some ideas were put forward as to how the money could best be spent, and the suggestion of a book on the details of Salisbury buildings was agreed to be the most promising.
The genesis of the project was therefore unusual, and in its specifics unlikely to be repeated for other societies. For the rest, however, what was done in Salisbury could be done in many other towns and cities, and by many other civic societies, with the only essential difference being that elsewhere there might not be the element of subsidy that has helped to keep the new book's price remarkably low. This would not invalidate any similar project, and the experience gained during the production process may well be helpful to others considering something along the same lines.
The principle behind the book was clear from the outset - it would not be an attempt to tell the story of buildings in the city in any comprehensive way, but would simply collect together as many images as possible of good details from them. The images were to be digital, as offering far more flexibility and control over the collection as it grew. A group of members, initially six in number, set off round the city, using their own cameras to record anything they spotted, to begin with in their own apportioned sectors, and later across colleagues' sectors as well.
Two other decisions guided the photographing process - the shots were to be of exterior features only, and the targets were secular buildings, not ecclesiastical ones. This choice was arrived at right at the start of the process, without any discussion needed, and has never been questioned. The city's churches and chapels could be covered in a subsequent volume, but it would be smaller, and it would never have the variety or surprise value of the book now published.

As the collection of photos started to grow, it became necessary to start organising it, and categories were devised to which individual images could be allotted. After considerable modifications, these subsequently became the headings for the twenty sections into which the book is divided, ranging from the obvious - doors, window, chimneys, gables - to the more diffuse, such as lettering and miscellaneous, the latter under the slightly less scrappy title of 'A Miscellany'.
In the image-gathering stages the pace was quite leisurely, and it was some two years after the inception of the project before translation of the photo collection into a book began to be seriously talked about. At this point two young architect members of the society joined the group, offering to do much of the production work, and things began to move more speedily. Crucially, the group was then also joined by a retired architectural historian who is involved with a small publishing company, and he suggested that the society had access to enough expertise to produce and publish the book itself. Although one or two commercial publishers had shown interest, it was agreed that only self-publishing would enable sufficient control to be kept over the style of the book, and the decision was taken to go down this route.
The serious work of producing draft pages now began, based on a roughly two thirds/one third format devised by the production team - a line two thirds of the way down the page separates photos from text and captions, though this is not sacrosanct, and every so often one photo occupies a whole page, without margins. Photos never occupy less than two thirds of the page, however, and this imposed a restriction on the amount of text, which sometimes shares the lower part with captions, and on other pages is entirely absent. In the end the text amounted to some 14,000 words, spread across more than 200 pages, and is by choice somewhat randomly targeted. Each of the twenty sections has an introductory piece, but after that comments are applied to only some of the photos, and range from serious architectural analysis to picaresque displays of fortuitously acquired knowledge - the remarkably old-fashioned look of an office that used to sit behind one of the doorcases, for instance.
By great good fortune the Society was able to obtain a foreword for the book from Terry Pratchett, who lives locally and had previously chaired the judging panel for one year of the Society's buildings awards scheme. The opportunity to get a copy signed by Sir Terry has certainly been an inducement for some to buy the book, and the fact that his foreword is beautifully written has been an added, though not unexpected, bonus.
Initial marketing was via flyers included in the Society's quarterly publication, which mainly goes out to members. A reasonable proportion of direct sales is needed in order to break even, on a cover price universally regarded as remarkably low. Retail marketing followed, with almost all the obvious local outlets signed up within a couple of weeks of having copies to show people, together with one or two less obvious ones, such as a second-hand tool shop.

National sales are not expected to form more than a very small proportion of the total, hampered not only by the most obvious appeal being to those familiar with the area, but also by the fact that the low price means that the Society cannot afford both to post the book to bookshops outside the area and to give them a discount. The use of book wholesalers is ruled out by their need to add their own profit to that required by bookshops.

At the time of writing sales are going well and reactions to the book have been very positive, and all the effort and time put into the project by a group of volunteers seems amply rewarded.
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