One of the more thought-provoking pieces I read in the past year was a post in The Scholarly Kitchen by Joe Esposito in which he asks us to take a step back from all the “fashionable” talk about collaboration between university presses and libraries. In particular, he calls into question the wisdom of “organizational marriage” in which a press has an administrative reporting line to a library. “It’s taken for granted,” he writes, “that publishers, at least academic ones, and libraries have a great deal in common and that putting them together organizationally will yield multiple benefits.” He goes on to consider what those benefits might be (cost savings, new products and services, new business models) but cautions that that they aren’t a necessary byproduct of partnership. In fact, he argues that there’s little evidence to support the notion that formal partnership actually yields positive benefits. His conclusion: “Both libraries and presses are better off pursuing their own aims, cooperating when it is useful, working separately when it is not.”

There is a ring of truth to what Esposito says, although I suspect that much depends on the particulars of each institution—history, administrative context, even the personalities at play. I also have to admit that in my own career I’ve been a part of the sort of “organizational marriage” he is talking about, and frankly I found marriage to be better than living alone (especially with no suitable prospects on the horizon!), so I doubt I could ever fully share Esposito’s skepticism. Still, since reading his piece I’ve thought a lot about the nature of collaboration and the benefits to be had by presses and libraries working together without actually going the marriage route. That is, deciding instead to be “just friends”—or, perhaps, “friends with benefits.” Such is the case at Cornell University, where the Library and the Press are administratively separate units, and yet we’ve managed to work together quite successfully in recent years. I have a few ideas about why this is so.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]A key to our success, in my view, is that very early on we decided to find tangible areas that could serve as testing grounds for real collaboration. A case in point is the monograph series, Signale: Modern German Letters, Cultures, and Thought, which we launched in 2010 in response to the narrowing of publishing possibilities in the discipline of German Studies. Cornell has been a leading center for German Studies nationally and internationally for many years, and the Library has strong collections in German Studies, so it is no surprise that both the Library and the Press had “skin in the game.” In other words, for both of us the problem fell squarely within our respective institutional missions, which gave us the incentive to work together to find a solution. This shared incentive was critical for it gave us something to fall back on when complications arose, as they inevitably did when, for instance, questions of cost sharing and allocation of staff time came up. Ultimately, we worked through them and Signale gave us a real working space in which to do so. And, perhaps ironically, one of the most positive aspects of the entire experience came about because the Press and the Library were not administratively tied. As separate entities, we had to develop a memorandum of understanding (MOU) that spelled out each party’s risks, responsibilities, and rewards. In the process, we learned a great deal about the cost of doing business together. We also learned about each other—what each of us does well, what each of us does differently, and consequently where there is room for true partnership built on interlocking and complementary strengths. 

Signale is still an ongoing experiment but one sure sign of success is that this past year (2013) saw the publication of the tenth book in the series. Perhaps even more significant is that we renewed the MOU for another three-year term, with Cornell’s College of Arts and Sciences formally joining on as a third partner. In addition, the testing ground provided by Signale has led to further experimentation, this time a more ambitious venture into the digital humanities. In August we launched an interactive website, growing out of a Signale book, devoted to Aby Warburg’s brilliant but enigmatic visual experiment, the Mnemosyne Atlas. The project required the Press and the Library to reach outside our respective comfort zones yet again while simultaneously bringing in an external party, the Warburg Institute in London. Ultimately, I came away convinced of the power of collaboration, especially when that collaboration grows organically out of the complementary skill sets that publishers, librarians, and scholars bring to the table. Together we were able to accomplish more than any of us could have accomplished on our own. At the same time, I am more aware than ever of the uniquely distinctive roles that publishers, librarians, and scholars play in the scholarly communication system. 

And this brings me to another significant development I’ve been watching this year—the emergence onto the scene of the Library Publishing Coalition (LPC) and of the notion of “library publishing” in general. As I see it, those of us in the university press community should welcome this development, if for no other reason than it shows the maturation of scholarly communication in the digital era. Indeed, the LPC, which now counts some sixty participating institutions, has begun to articulate what may be the most practical way forward for an ailing system of scholarly communication, one in which university and college libraries, university presses, scholarly societies, and other mission-related publishers all work together as part of a coalition in sustained dialogue with one another. I think we all realize that any solution to the problems of scholarly communication must be inclusive, so rather than viewing library publishers as interlopers or competitors, we should be supportive of their efforts, realizing that the sooner we all find our roles in the new landscape, the sooner we can all get on with doing what we do best.   

Here’s the reference to Joe Esposito’s piece: 
http://scholarlykitchen.sspnet.org/2013/07/16/having-relations-with-the-library-a-guide-for-university-presses/ - comments
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