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To Thomas Abraham,

who knows books, loves bookshops, embraces readers

and is the bibliophile-publisher every writer wishes for.



I wandered by chance into the enchanted garden of fine printing and have remained captive ever since. The mysterious beauty that confronts the beholder has so insinuated itself into my imagination that I find no avenue of escape – and, to be sure, would not wish one.

– Norman H. Strouse, The Lengthened Shadow




Sometimes I have to confess that I feel like Sir Thomas when I see a beautifully illuminated manuscript and I am driven after sleepless nights to pay a silly price. Oh bibliomania!

– H.P. Kraus, A Rare Book Saga




My books are the great joy of my life.

– Sir William Boothby, 17th-century bibliophile
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PART ONE

COLLECTING

A Memoir


THE ONLINE ANTIQUARIAN

How (and Where) It All Began

It was, I think, in 2015 that I began collecting rare and fine books in a serious way. Though a bibliophile all my life, I’d never felt the temptation to become a book collector; rather, I was content to look fondly on, and indulgently cheer, the bibliomania of others while safely remaining in the wings. That changed when I began to come across books the likes of which I had never seen or handled before: books printed on a handpress from beautiful metal type immaculately pressed into dampened handmade paper, books where the illustrations were hand-coloured or wood-engraved, manuscripts that were calligraphically written out (not printed) in an exquisite scribal hand and finally, most ravishing of all, illuminated manuscripts – medieval and modern – that were hand-painted in burnished gold and colours.

And, improbably enough, for a bibliophile who had venerated bookshops all his life, the full flowering of my bibliophilia unfolded on the internet through the multiple online listings of rare book dealers and auction houses every day – sometimes two or three times a day, chasing my Want List of private press books and illuminated manuscripts. As soon as one want was fulfilled, I would obsessively chase the next, so that I could go book hunting again – online. This was, fascinatingly enough as I discovered, a more efficient, sophisticated, and rewarding way of collecting books than hunting in physical bookshops.

At just a tap or a click of any one of your digital devices, the inventory (and the attention) of nearly every rare book dealer, auction saleroom, and antiquarian book fair in the world lay open before you. And when you’re in India, a place with few antiquarian bookshops and auction houses, this is not just the best way to collect, it’s the only way to collect.

[image: image]

On a sultry morning in March 2019 I woke up early, unable to sleep from the Bengaluru heat, and turned on my laptop to check my email. Almost at once an email from AbeBooks floated into my inbox – it was one of those familiar AbeBooks alerts for a Want-Match notification: ‘AbeBooks has found the books you want’. Advanced Book Exchange, or ABE, is a widely used online marketplace for second-hand and rare books, listing the inventory of thousands of antiquarian dealers around the world.

I was already prepared to quickly dismiss or even delete the email since these come in several times daily alerting you to the possibility that a new listing from an antiquarian seller could contain a book you have been searching for. Often, though, while the new listing is related to the Want List you’ve created on ABE, it isn’t exactly the thing you had hoped it would be.

That humid morning, it was perhaps 5 a.m., a shiver ran through me as I opened the alert: a book I had been hunting for over ten years had just been listed – Gossip About Book Collecting by William Loring Andrews. This copy was one of the twenty-nine printed on Imperial Japan paper with the plates extra hand-coloured and gilded. While the edition on Holland paper is also scarce, this one on a finer paper had all but disappeared from the market.

I had come to admire Andrews as a collector, a bibliophile-writer, and a connoisseur of fine bookmaking. He had been one of the founders in 1884 of the Grolier Club, a society of scholar-collectors, and the author of several finely printed books on bibliophily. His books, done in small editions, are sought after for their charming, infectious views on collecting, their deep bibliophilic knowledge of rare and fine books, and the beautiful illustrations that accompany the text – etchings, engravings, and colour plates (some heightened in gold).

I felt an immediate kinship with him when he wrote the following in Gossip About Book Collecting: ‘I am so tender hearted towards anything that bears the semblance of a fine or rare book that I have yielded to the blandishments of all sorts and kinds.’

I had, over the years, managed to find some of his scarcer productions: Jean Grolier: Some Account of His Life (1892), Among My Books (1894, privately printed in an edition of just fifty copies), and A Choice Collection of Books from the Aldine Presses (1885). But Gossip About Book Collecting (1900), a memoir of collecting and collectors done in two volumes, had continued to elude me in its smaller limitation on Japan paper. The only other time I had seen a copy of it in the market had been in 2010, and I had foolishly let it go, feeling it had been priced too dearly. My hankering for a copy in this very limited edition wasn’t for snobbish, oneupmanship reasons – rarity for rarity’s sake has never interested me; it was because Andrews had the plates in these Japan paper copies further embellished in gold leaf, and that was irresistible to me.

I hadn’t a minute to waste now – if I didn’t put the order through in the next couple of seconds, it could get away from me for a second time. The listing is open to millions of ABE browsers around the world, and anyone anywhere could have chanced upon it. More to the point, other collectors who have also had this title on their ABE Want List would have been similarly alerted.

With my hands a little unsteady from the strained excitement of a find, I put the order through as fast as I could. Instantly, an automated email from ABE flew into my inbox: ‘Order received’. While that’s true for most books you order, it can become wishful thinking for scarce titles, because there’s always the possibility that the copy may have already sold since booksellers and bookshops list the same copy on multiple online platforms. For instance, this copy could have already been sold on Biblio (the other frequently used online booksite) and not taken off the ABE listing by the seller. Also, many physical, open bookstores list their stock online, and someone could have just bought that same copy in the bookshop and walked off, while it would still show as available on ABE!

In this case, I was sure I would soon get an email from either the bookseller directly or from ABE saying, ‘Sorry this book is no longer available, search AbeBooks for other copies’.

Good luck finding another copy of Gossip About Book Collecting in its deluxe issue anytime soon! Ten years is all I wanted to wait. I waited impatiently for some word of confirmation as I set about doing other things that morning and, a couple of hours later, was elated to see an email from the bookseller not only confirming my order but also informing me that the book had been shipped to me, with a tracking number for the shipment. I’ve described this acquisition in some detail to illustrate what a fantastic tool Want-Match alerts are to collecting online, whether it is from ABE, or from viaLibri or Rare Book Hub, the two other widely used rare book search engines.

However, I soon discovered that a taste of quick success in the rare book chase doesn’t quench your thirst for collecting but only fuels it. Petrarch, the venerable fourteenth-century collector, said that the search for rare books is like other searches: ‘success only sharpens the edge of desire’.

It all began when I chanced on a heart-stopping private press book listed on the website of the antiquarian bookseller Phillip J. Pirages Fine Books and Manuscripts that aroused in me a desire to collect assiduously. It was the Ashendene Press Bibliography, and though I could only look at it and not examine it in my hand, I felt ready to buy it remotely, online. The price was in four figures and yet I was eager to acquire it. What had led to this? Prior to this, there had been some false starts, when I’d tried my hand at collecting modern first editions – some even signed or inscribed – of my favourite books or authors, but it just hadn’t taken.

Once the signed first edition you ordered arrives, and you take in with satisfaction that it is indeed a first impression, you note that it has a fine (if not pristine) original dust jacket, and feel that little frisson at seeing the manuscript hand of a favourite writer on the flyleaf of a copy you now own, you put it away with a contented sigh. And that was that – there didn’t seem to be much more to collecting first editions than rarity, chronological priority, and condition, and it soon lost its charm for me. It wasn’t that I didn’t get the mystique of first editions, it’s just that they were never able to engage me with any intensity – an intensity and depth that I finally found with fine press books. Fine press books (also called private press books) are printed with letterpress, that is, from metal type impressed into handmade paper.

It was at the Oak Knoll Fest, a fine press book fair (yes, private press books have their own fair!), in 2012 that I first had a taste of the tactile beauty and craft of finely printed letterpress books. Turning the pages of these books, I could feel the bite of metal type incised into the paper – what a difference it made! I was experiencing for the first time what finely printed books looked and felt like. The experience was satisfyingly tactile, sensuous, and pleasurable even before I’d started to read the text they held.

If the presswork is sharp, a fine typeface pleasingly proportioned on the page with wide margins, it doubles the pleasure of the text. To touch those creamy, textured papers, feel the bite of type as you run your finger gently over the page, and to gaze on the handsomeness of it all is thrilling.

By the time I spotted the Ashendene Press Bibliography – that gorgeous fine press book in the inventory of a rare book dealer a couple of years later – I had already begun buying some choice fine press books that had deepened my desire for them, and had persuaded me to take my collecting up a notch. The Ashendene copy on sale seemed tailor-made to be that high spot to kickstart my collecting focus of finely printed books on the arts of the book.

A Descriptive Bibliography of the Books Printed at the Ashendene Press, completed in 1935, is considered to be one of the ten great treasures among private press books, and the model for all fine press bibliographies that came after it. It is printed from hand-set metal type on dampened handmade paper on a handpress, with several wood engravings impressed directly from the woodblock, and the calligraphic initials hand-coloured in red, blue, and green. A beautiful book, a stunning book, a book I couldn’t resist even at its perilous four figure price.

I recall clearly that after I bought it (without dithering in the slightest) I had felt no buyer’s remorse, no sinking feeling that I may have made a costly mistake. Rather, I was elated, even thrilled, that I had had the good sense to buy it, cost be damned. After the book arrived – an impressive folio in russet morocco – I found myself poring over the Ashendene. It confirmed all my first feelings for it – the Ashendene was just the book I had been longing for. Here, at last, I could see and feel the craftsmanship in fine bookmaking. And what’s more, my pleasure was not all just in its craft: I had enjoyed the text – a commentary by its printer, St. John Hornby, on how he’d printed each book – to the hilt. Hornby, the owner of this hobby press, had printed this book all by himself, with the assistance of a pressman, and the lettering artist Graily Hewitt who had hand-embellished the calligraphic initials in each copy.

What I can, or would like to tell you is this: until you’ve known the sensual, typographic beauty of a finely printed letterpress book, you’ve never really handled or owned a real book.

‘Put simply’, said typographer Robert Bringhurst, ‘the difference between the two technologies is this: letterpress is printing, offset is a picture of printing.’

A year into collecting fine press books it hit me one day why I’d found them so beautiful, so arresting. Apart from their palpable pleasures, one other element, subtle and graceful, casts the first spell – the letterforms, the typographic shape of alphabets. Until fine press books came into my life, I had never realized the extent to which I had cared for, and had been moved by, the beauty, legibility, and elegance of letterforms.

If the idea of a private or fine press is unfamiliar to you – as it had been to me for many years – it would be useful to look briefly at how it all started. Modern fine printing begins with William Morris and his Kelmscott Press in 1891. More precisely, Morris revived the craft of fine bookmaking when he set out to print books at the close of the nineteenth century exactly in the way the master printers of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries had. What exactly did Morris bring back to books with the way they were printed at the Kelmscott Press?

In a nutshell, he revived printing on a handpress, on dampened handmade paper, using types cut to his own design. Apart from designing the types for his press, he designed and hand drew initials, borders and ornaments to decorate the text. ‘I began printing books,’ wrote Morris, ‘with the hope of producing some which would have a definite claim to beauty.’

Morris, inspired by the example of the beautiful presswork of the early printers and typographers, as well as the calligraphic and decorative work in medieval manuscripts, dreamt of printing books privately where he could bring back the glorious craft and beauty he beheld in the fine incunabula and illuminated manuscripts he owned. Morris was so many things – designer, architect, socialist, novelist, poet – but he was also a collector, a calligrapher, and a manuscript illuminator. Before he began the Kelmscott Press, he calligraphed and illuminated manuscripts by hand.

The books from the Kelmscott Press galvanized the making of fine books again, inspiring other private presses – Doves Press, Vale Press, Essex House Press, Gregynog Press, Eragny Press, and of course the aforementioned Ashendene Press – to print books this way.

A thrill went through me at the realization that what I was experiencing through these modern fine press books were books as they had been first printed in the second half of the fifteenth century – pages printed on a handpress from finely designed letters made from movable metal type, the words incised into a laid paper that had been dampened to absorb the impression and ink from the type more satisfactorily. Private press books and the tradition of fine bookmaking they revived should be recognized, said bookdealer Colin Franklin, ‘as a glory of modern art’.

It didn’t take me long, then, to realize that I needed to go further back, to the very beginning of fine bookmaking – to manuscript making. It was when my collecting focus shifted from private press books to manuscript illumination that I turned into a proper antiquary. My interest went further back from the birth of the printed book in the fifteenth century to manuscript making from the sixth to the fourteenth century.

Nothing in the history of fine bookmaking compares to the beauty of illuminated and calligraphic manuscripts – not just those from the middle ages that were hand-painted in burnished gold, silver and colours, but even modern manuscripts done in the style of those medieval manuscripts, written out in a beautiful calligraphic hand, and illumined by hand in gold leaf and watercolours.

My highest pleasure came from seeking beautiful examples of Mughal and Persian manuscript leaves with decorations and miniatures. In A Handbook of the Art of Illumination as Practised During the Middle Ages (Bell and Daldy, 1866) the celebrated nineteenth-century draughtsman and illuminator Henry Shaw noted that eastern illuminated manuscripts ‘display an amount of beauty and minuteness so truly wonderful as to surpass the effort of any European artist’. I was astonished at first to learn this, and subsequently when I began pursuing Indian, Persian, and Ottoman manuscript leaves, I discovered – to my joy – that in the best examples of Islamic miniatures in gold and silver, this was indeed true.

Two of the finest leaves in my tiny collection of Islamic manuscripts contain four beautiful miniatures from the Iskandernama, an incomplete Persian manuscript from 1812. The text of the manuscript is divided vertically by a flowered strip, the effect is lovely, especially in those leaves containing miniatures done in colours and gold.

I acquired both leaves from an eBay auction where, surprisingly, I won them easily. Considering how alluring they were, I’d expected a long, stiff bidding war, but the auction went my way easily. I realized then that eastern manuscripts, however fine or beautiful, don’t command the interest and prices western manuscripts do. As regrettable as this is, it meant collectors like me had a chance of acquiring at least a few of the more desirable Indo-Persian manuscript leaves. With my limited funds, I was the classic impecunious collector, so where western manuscripts and early printed books were concerned, acquiring an important incunabulum or an entire Book of Hours was out of the question. What I could afford to collect, then, were fragments and leaves from medieval and Renaissance manuscripts – I did better, however, with modern illuminated and calligraphed manuscripts. Though the price for each of these was no laughing matter, I found some fine examples of modern illumination and calligraphy, and was able to collect them in depth.

Modern fine printing is a large and diverse field, and to collect in depth the books from the great private presses – Kelmscott, Doves, Ashendene, Eragny, Gregynog, Cranach, and Officina Bodoni – was not going to be possible for me, given my middle-class salary. Luckily, it didn’t take me long to find my collecting focus; a line of collecting that didn’t need deep pockets and which gave me pleasure and joy – finely printed books on the arts of the book, like papermaking, marbling, type and typography, bookbinding, wood engraving, press bibliographies, bookplates, memoirs, and accounts of fine press printers, bookdealers and collectors (you may recall that Colin Franklin once made a case for book collecting to be considered as one of the fine arts).

While collecting fine press books, paper is the first thing you look for. Or at least I did. I know for a lot of fine press collectors, those smooth Zerkall wove papers are acceptable as letterpress printing surfaces, but I prefer a laid or textured paper, whether handmade or mould-made. I began doggedly pursuing books, prospectuses, specimen pages, and keepsakes printed on these fine handmade and mould-made papers: Amalfi, Barcham Green, Arches, Twinrocker, Tovil, Fabriano, Rives, Umbria, Roma, Magnani, Ingress, Kelmscott handmade, Millbourn Lexpar, Johannot, Hahnemühle, Natsume, Goyu, Kochi and Hosho. When these papers are dampened for printing, they are particularly lovely to the touch.

Fine press books became the gateway for me to collect other forms of books and manuscripts – the extra illustrated book, the leaf book, emblem books, bookplate books, colour plate books, large paper copies, fore-edge painted books, original hand-drawn calligraphic manuscripts, and the one I ended up becoming the most besotted with, illuminated manuscripts.

This book, then, is about collecting fine books and manuscripts, with a particular focus on the book arts, as experienced by an impecunious collector who mainly book-hunts online – browsing, negotiating, and buying from rare book sellers on the internet. It’s also about the thrill of the chase, the pursuit of the juiciest rare book bargain, the camaraderie of fellow collectors and the friendship of bookdealers. There are profiles of antiquarian dealers, fine press collectors, fine press printers, favourite writers on bibliophily, favourite books about collecting and dealing, and other ‘taller’ tales of my adventures in collecting. I try to recount or describe the two kinds of pleasures I found in all this – the pleasure of collecting and the pleasure fine books gave me. And I have to confess, like every collector before me has, that some of the most enjoyable moments are when you make a great find or locate a fabulous bargain.

Becoming a serious book collector involved a deep dive into the antiquarian world of bookdealers, auction houses, collectors, and bibliophile societies. My reading became consumed with press bibliographies, memoirs of dealers and collectors, and the history of book collecting and the antiquarian trade. What a thrill it was for a small-time collector like me from India to ‘drop in’ and buy – even if only virtually, and even if only something modest – from Quaritch, Maggs, Sotheran’s, Francis Edwards and Bertram Rota. All antiquarian dealers who had only been names to me until then. Now, I was one of their customers in a long line of collectors through book collecting history, browsing their stock, speaking with bookshops over the phone or email, and getting a whiff of their bespoke service.

I learnt about book collecting by collecting, not having a mentor or fellow collector to direct me. And I took pleasure in such self-taught connoisseurship, as I waded deeper into the meadows of bibliophily. However, I would not have figured out things as quickly as I did without constantly looking up dealer descriptions and catalogues, which became critical in getting a hang of the rare book market. Finally, the rare book dealers themselves who shared with me their experience of how these fine books transacted through their hands, and the antiquarian book fairs I attended where I could compare notes. ‘The dealer is at the heart of book collecting,’ as rightly noted by Robert H. Taylor in his essay ‘Of Dealers and Collectors’ in A Miscellany for Bibliophiles (1979).

I became quite adept at playing the book-collecting game. I learnt the rules, and figured out soon enough what rules or codes you could bend or break and what you should stick by in order to collect ethically (just as dealers have to deal ethically). I picked up the skills necessary to ferret out bargains, and knew where and how to hunt for rare and fine books, particularly within my collecting focus.

This is what I suppose John Carter meant by ‘connoisseurship’ in his Taste and Technique in Book-Collecting (1948). ‘Book collecting’, he wrote rather mysteriously, ‘is the orchid in the hothouse of connoisseurship.’ Carter describes how connoisseurship flowers with experience. A fairly recent episode from my own collecting experience illustrates this. On an August afternoon in 2022, I spotted by sheer chance a new listing online – from a bookdealer entirely unknown to me – of an attractive Ethiopian manuscript leaf on parchment from a Coptic Bible with a large miniature painting depicting a scene from one of the gospels. The leaf was 14 x 11 inches, with the miniature itself measuring 11 x 9 inches painted in orange, gold, green, blue, and purple. On the other side of the leaf was the text, in Ge’ez script, written in red and black with minimal decoration.

It was a stunning leaf but it had one flaw – a corner of the leaf had darkened and shrunk, almost like it had been singed, though luckily not affecting the painted area. The asking price was $500 – I bought it straightaway, without deliberation. I knew enough by then to realize it would have – even with its flaws – sold for a much higher price had this come up for auction, probably in the range of $1,500 to $2,000, if not more. Also, what usually comes on the market – either in dealer catalogues or in auction listings – are smaller leaves, about 8 x 6 or 6 x 4 inches, usually written out and illuminated sometime in the late nineteenth or early twentieth century. The hammer prices these fall for are between $700 and $900. A large and lavish Coptic leaf like this one, on the other hand, usually indicated an earlier manuscript, possibly eighteenth century – a true rarity on the market, making what I paid an unbeatable price.

Connoisseurship in collecting is also about recognizing that what looks or feels like a high price (for something you are interested in from a dealer’s listing) could well be a fair price. If I had not realized this right off, when I spotted the Coptic leaf listing, I would have passed on it, reasoning with myself that I could get it for less at some future auction. There have been and will continue to be several instances where a dealer’s price will be more than fair, more competitively priced than the hammer price at an auction sale, and it is connoisseurship that pulls the trigger on such swift, sweet purchases.

My connoisseurship continued to deepen in other ways: in those areas, for instance, where I had collected widely and in depth, I even had a few opportunities to correct or supplement the catalogue descriptions of experienced dealers for some of their listings. It was quite a kick to see the description for a book revised and relisted with the bibliographical information I had passed on to a rare book dealer.

When accomplished and wealthy book collectors are asked to give a talk on collecting or write an introduction to a catalogue of their collection, they invariably begin on this condescending, disingenuous note: ‘you don’t need a lot of money to become a collector,’ even though they’ve spent a fortune putting together their collection. I started out as an impecunious collector with every intention of remaining one, but after a certain point, you have to spend – if not a fortune, at least a sizeable sum plucked out of your savings.

What I can say, though, is that even collecting on a modest scale, you can put together an attractive and focused collection. I’ve been able to, for instance, bring into my collection all the fine press books dealing with the arts of book that I wanted to own, that I desired to have, and that I thought were important. Though a small scaled collection, it still reflects the craft of the book from its early beginnings to the present.

There are just a few things, maybe about a dozen books, that still continue to elude me, but that’s a tantalizing, welcome feeling too – that the hunt goes on!

After my immersion into online antiquarian book collecting and dealing, I now feel very differently about physical bookshops, which no longer draw me like they once did. When you have at your fingertips, and just a few clicks away, access to the stock of thousands of antiquarian bookshops from every corner of the globe, the brick-and-mortar bookshop – whether just one very fine rare bookshop or even a city full of them – can feel severely limited in scope.

The hunt for rare, fine, and beautiful books so famously and variously recounted in the classic accounts of book collectors that have assembled their collection from visiting and buying from actual bookshops is decidedly more charming, hands-on, and immediate, but what I discovered to my surprise and joy is that book hunting online as you explore rare bookshops flung across the world can be just as immersive, stimulating, and perhaps more rewarding.

Getting online is only the start – the key that opens up the rare book world of collecting and dealing. Once you’ve begun speaking directly to the bookseller via email or phone, you can negotiate a deal, especially if the book is expensive. You – or the dealer – can propose a direct purchase.

There’s always more hope that what you’re looking for will surface online. Though I hasten to add that this doesn’t mean what’s online is virtually infinite or boundless – if you browse long enough and hard enough, you’ll discover that the truly rare, scarce, and desirable books are still hard to come by, or that they’re beyond the price you are willing to pay. And that as endless as the listings seem, it’s really only the inventory of those rare book dealers that stock your collecting focus that will concern you, the rest you can (mostly) ignore. Each collector can only know the market in their own collecting field or fields.

The best book search engine is viaLibri, which combs through multiple online listings to match your search. Rare Book Hub, another search engine, specializes in bringing you auction listings, both upcoming as well as from past auctions. You don’t make a purchase directly on these websites (as you do on ABE) but use them to search through the online second-hand and rare book market around the world. This is especially true of viaLibri, which is ‘the world’s largest search engine for old, rare and secondhand books’. You can list your wants in the Wants Manager tab, and ‘Libribot’ will search the internet for listings that match your Wants, and issue similar email alerts.

Jim Hinck, founder and developer of viaLibri, once pointed out how being able to collect online has ushered in another golden age of book collecting – or more radically, how book collecting ‘has only just recently entered its golden age’. On his viaLibri blog, he lists six factors that unequivocally demonstrates this:


Never have there been greater opportunities to find and purchase genuinely rare books from anywhere in the world.

Never have there been more powerful tools for researching and evaluating them.

Never were truly rare books so abundant and so easily identifiable in the market place.

Never again will they be so cheap.

Never have true bibliophiles had more possibilities for assembling unique and important collections, guided only by their own genius and passion.

Many such collections are already being formed.



I concur completely. My own experience bears this out. Though my collection is far from being important or unique, it has got to where it is now – a decent and interesting collection of fine books and manuscripts –because I could go book hunting anywhere in the world digitally.

Only late in the collecting game did I figure out that auctions are the collector’s best chance to get the rare book you want at half its market or catalogue price. This hit me hard when a copy I had bought from a bookseller for $450 turned out to be the same copy that had sold at an auction only a few weeks earlier at $200. The dealer had bid for this book at the auction, won it, and marked it up. That’s how the rare book business works. Auctions are not always the cheapest places to buy, but often the hammer price for a lot tends to be considerably less than how the same lot gets priced in the market. Since most auctions are online now, you can participate from wherever you are through your laptop or phone, and place bids; or you can simply enter a ‘Max bid’, and check how you fared after your lot has sold or once the auction is over.

Take, for instance, a fairly recent auction I placed a bid on in July 2022: Lot 391 from a small auction house in the UK that had come up as a Matchmaker alert from Rare Book Hub. Lot 391 was J.O. Westwood’s Palaeographia Sacra Pictoria (William Smith, 1843) with fifty chromolithograph illuminated plates copied from medieval manuscripts. It was the first nineteenth-century book to successfully pull off plates in gold and colours that had been entirely printed without hand-embellishment, predating Henry Noel Humphreys’ more famous work, The Illuminated Books of the Middle Ages (Longman, 1846–49). Before them, Henry Shaw, J.B. Silvestre, and Comte August de Bastard d’Estang had only partially used lithography for their illuminated plates, relying instead on hand-colouring and gilding by hand – particularly in the large paper copies – a far more beautiful and authentic way to show colour and illumination in facsimiles. But chromolithography being cheaper had fully taken over by the 1840s and Westwood had been the first to use this to beautiful effect in Palaeographia Sacra Pictoria. The book, especially in its 1843 first edition, had become scarce and expensive. The 1849 Henry Bohn edition is also becoming scarce, but it is not as pricey as the first where the plates are far more brilliant and pleasing, with bright colours and the gilt nicely burnished.

At the time of this auction listing the only copy of the 1843 edition with a bookdealer was $1,700. And the last auctioned copy that had come up on eBay, where I had been the underbidder, sold for $850. Though the Rare Book Hub alert must have been in my Matchmaker tab for a week or so, I only saw it on the morning of the auction. I scrambled to get myself registered via Invaluable, an online live auction platform, and place my bid. The auction was already underway by the time my registration was approved and the bid was accepted. I was willing to go up to £430, not including the 29 per cent buyer’s premium fee plus the international shipping cost (which I was bracing for to be high since this volume is a heavy quarto) which would come on top of the hammer price. Lot 391 was knocked down to me for £130 – the only other bid for it had come from the auction floor, and my internet bid on Invaluable secured it for me easily.

I was left feeling quite chuffed at how lucky I had gotten – something many collectors will echo as their experience, too. The collectors and dealers who might have had an interest in this book had somehow missed seeing the listing and the only other interested bidder for it hadn’t been very keen on it. If he or she had been as eager to have it as I had been, who knows what the price would have been driven up to? But though the hammer price does not reflect the additional buyer’s premium fee and high shipping cost for this transaction, you can still see how much lower it is than what a bookdealer would have wanted or asked for it.

Earlier, sometime in 2020, I had had similar luck at auctions for large paper copies of Henry Shaw’s Illuminated Ornaments Selected from Manuscripts of the Middle Ages (1833) and Dresses and Decorations of the Middle Ages (1843) in which the plates are extra hand-finished and heightened in gold. Either collectors with an interest in nineteenth-century illuminated books missed spotting the lot or did not realize the copies were the scarce, coveted large paper issues.

But be prepared for some disappointment as well. Bidding at an auction makes you more vulnerable to losing, unlike a purchase from the stock of a bookseller or a dealer’s catalogue, which – after a little negotiating – can still be yours. The prize at an auction has a way of slipping away from you. Sometimes you shrug it off, but more often the loss lingers. (Several emails in my inbox from auction houses have this subject line: ‘You did not win this time’.) There’s a way to beat this of course, like my friend who takes no chances by placing the highest possible bid and winning most of the time.

I didn’t have funds like that at my disposal, so I would instead trawl through the listings of dealers daily, spending several hours in a day going through dozens of newly listed acquisitions on viaLibri, using sharply honed keyword searches. This might strike you as a chore, but it was always engaging and addictive. I had to often tear myself away from such tenacious browsing to attend to real chores.

Gratifyingly, I discovered that being a book collector was far from the stereotypical, satirical picture of a fusty antiquarian or a foaming bibliomaniac (they were really the exceptions in book collecting history), rather the serious collector leans more towards being scholarly about their pursuits, deepening their knowledge of their collecting field, and emerging as an amateur bibliographer. The same goes for the dealer who, though a business person, is steeped in scholarship and bibliography. There is no other way out if you need to bibliographically recognize the books you want, the books your collectors want, and to write your catalogues.

All through the history of the antiquarian book trade, dealers, collectors, and rare book librarians have contributed vastly to the scholarship of rare and fine books.

As for ungovernable bibliomania, and the uncontrolled spending that erupts from it – well, those days are mostly gone. Though I suppose every collector at some point in their life will find themselves in the grip of a brief spell of what can feel like bibliomania – what this really is, is a collector at the height of their book hunt, a point in one’s collecting life that peaks, suddenly finding things from your Want List that you never thought you’d ever find are now surfacing in the market – at higher prices than you ever wanted to pay, but never mind damn it! You can’t let it get away again. It’s not uncommon for collectors reflecting on this period of feverish collecting to say, ‘You know, the only books I regret are the books I didn’t buy.’
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