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HISTORY OF BOOK COLLECTING AND PROVENANCE RESEARCH
(i) History of collection and storage of books
On Monday and Tuesday this week we considered books from the perspective of their printing and bibliographical details. From this perspective it is possible to regard all copies of a particular title to be the same if they were printed at the same time. This is not exactly accurate because an error identified part-way through printing might lead to correcting the text in the form with the result that the remaining sheets printed from that form differ from those printed previously. Comparing copies of an issue of a rare book for this sort of variation is called collation. However unlike the printer, who strives to produce multiple copies of a text free of errors and therefore of variants, the individual client who purchases a copy of a book in the early modern period may wish to customise, to individualise, their particular copy. They may wish to do this by selecting or even designing its binding. They may also paste in a personal book plate or sign their name in it as a mark of ownership, indicate where they bought it, how much they paid. They may annotate the printed text with their own marginal notation; they may underline or doodle in the margins. So while from the perspective of printing individual copies are less important than the imprint, from the perspective of the history of reading, collecting, and the book trade, individual copies are of considerable importance.

One of the commonest and simplest alterations made by owners to their books in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was to write the title on the edge of the leaves. The practice arose because until the end of the seventeenth century, books were generally stored either piled with their head edge facing out or standing with their edge facing out. In the middle ages, manuscript books had tended to be stored on lecterns with their titles on the upper cover. This practice continued into the era of printing (e.g. INC 41). Books, manuscript or printed, were expensive and generally people owned few; but as books became more affordable and book collectors accumulated more books, this method of storage became impractical. From the late seventeenth century, books began to be stored upright with their spines outward facing as indeed they tend to be now.
Although not a signature, the inscription of the title on the edge of the leaves of a book is a mark of ownership. Broadly there are three areas to examine for provenance, or the history of a book’s ownership and patronage. These are: (a) the binding; (b) book plates; (c) inscriptions, signatures and other marks of ownership.

(ii) Customers of books, historically, would select the kind of binding they wanted or could afford after purchasing a book. ‘A binding’s quality may signify the regard in which the text is held, or the level of use it is expected to have, or it may say something about the owner’s taste and standing.’
 Sometimes books are found to have the initials of the owner’s name on the binding, whereas armorial bindings display the armorial crest usually of the owner. Historically, then, binding is the beginning of a customization process that leads to signs of provenance – ‘inscriptions, annotations, bookplates, new bindings, armorial stamps, defacements’.

(iii) Use of recycled material in bindings
Although a binding may not identify the owner who is responsible for that binding, use of recycled earlier materials in the binding, either as paste-downs, end-papers, or spine liners, may provide some indication of where the binding was carried out, if it cannot be inferred from the binding itself.

(iv) Bookplates and armorial stamps
Bookplates are pasted into the book, usually on the inside of the upper cover. ODS 01022 displays the bookplate of ‘Charles Poyntz Esq.’ ‘Esquire’ is the title appended to a man’s name when no other title is used, although historically it can denote a young nobleman, in training for knighthood, who acted as attendant to a knight; so one does need to take note of the historical period in which it is used. Sometimes bookplates display heraldic coats of arms (e.g. INC 41). Until relatively recently, institutional libraries acquiring books did not consider evidence of provenance to be of any particular value, and rather sought to efface the marks of prior ownership, such as bookplates, by obscuring them with the library’s own acquisition label. So it is sometimes only by partially removing acquisition labels and such, that evidence of prior ownership is revealed (e.g. PHI 02920).
Similar to armorial book plates are armorial stamps. Sometimes armorial bookplates and stamps, combined with inscriptions, indicate a succession of ownership down through several generations of a family, or even more specifically between inheritors of a particular title and of a coat of arms.
(v) Signatures (inscriptions) and other marks of ownership, such as annotations, marginalia, defacements, and doodles
Some inscriptions do precisely what bookplates are intended to do, that is, identify whose library the book belongs to, and they adopt the form of words that bookplates sometimes use: ‘Ex libris …’ (e.g. PHI 03837). Just as with bookplates, institutional libraries sought to efface, or at least did not regard, signatures when applying the library’s own acquisition label to the inside of the upper cover (e.g. PHI 03723). Despite this general disregard, signatures and other inscriptions on the title-page or elsewhere than the inside cover generally escaped effacement. So, for example, the sixteenth-century inscription on the title-page of BUR 02867 survives beneath the printer’s device of Simon de Colines. BUR 02627 bears the signature of Robert Burton, author of The Anatomy of Melancholy. Burton was Librarian of Christ-Church College, Oxford, in the seventeenth century. When he died his own private library was dispersed between Christ-Church College and the Bodleian Library. In the late eighteenth century, Christ-Church weeded its collection, presumably requiring more space for recent or future acquisitions, and Thomas Burgess being at neighbouring Corpus Christi College, made one or two acquisitions which eventually found their way into the library of St David’s College with the rest of Burgess’ own private library.
We tend to think of inscriptions of one kind or another providing evidence of previous ownership and use. By a similar logic, however, defacements also do this even if they do not reveal the identity of the defacer. Defacements may involve the erasure of the signature of a previous owner. PHI 03112 is defaced by the printed words ‘Tomvs Qvintvs’ being cut out of the title: Ioannis Osorii Societatis Iesv. [Tomvs Qvintvs] Concionvm ….
(vi) Acquisition and catalogue records
Nowadays institutional libraries with special collections of rare books increasingly consider evidence of provenance to be of value, and they record in the catalogue record what evidence may be found of this in a book or on its binding. The library online catalogue record of your allocated book should be consulted in the course of your work on the book’s provenance.

(vii) Evidence of donation appears in a variety of ways. For example, the decorated binding of a service book with the word “Maria” on the upper cover provides evidence of its donation to a Church dedicated to the Blessed Virgin Mary. Inscriptions may also provide evidence of a book having been a gift. An inscription on the title-page of PHI 03419 identifies the copy as the gift of the author to ‘Captn Cleiland, 1757’. In these cases provenance becomes historical evidence of a book’s social use.

The history of the ownership and use of your allocated book would not be complete without considering its acquisition by St David’s College in the years following its foundation. The book’s incorporation into the institutional collection should lead you to ask what contribution to learning and scholarship at the College its donation was intended to make. 

Three principle private benefactions made what use to be called the Founder’s Library what it is and two of these provide the books which you have been allocated for the Book Biography Project. The first is the benefaction of Bishop Thomas Burgess, the founder of the University in 1822. ‘Burgess planned the new college as one which would give ordinands of the Church a basic education in the humanities’ before they became ordained ministers of the Anglican Church.
 Burgess had been a Greek scholar at Oxford, and amassed a fine personal library of about 8,000 volumes, which, upon his death, reverted to the college. This included a large number of works of theology and ecclesiastical history, but also the manuscript Norman Vulgate Bible completed in 1279, a supreme example of medieval illumination. There exist in this collection incunables, as well as important Renaissance work published in the early sixteenth century.
The second collection that contributes to the Book Biography Project is the benefaction of Thomas Phillips (1760-1851), a surgeon and member of the Royal College of Surgeons, with associations with the East India Company. Phillips consigned books to the college frequently from 1834, the last arriving shortly after his death, these accounting for in excess of 22,500 volumes. Phillips’s interests, travels and occupations are reflected in the books he bought for the college. There are large numbers of illustrated works of medicine, anatomy and surgery, natural history, cosmography, and antiquities; numerous herbals, atlases, and encyclopaedias. In addition, most of the incunables at Lampeter are Phillips’ gifts. ‘They are almost entirely from German and Italian presses, some [30] being from the great Renaissance printing houses of Venice which first made classical literature available to the post-medieval world.’ This was institutional collection building on a considerable scale, and it has been argued that the principal benefactors were ‘motivated by the belief that what the fledgling academy needed was a rich seam of texts to be quarried for teaching and research’.
 Gwyn Walters, writing in this booklet on the Founder’s Library, described the books as ‘like the streets and buildings of Rome, historical artifacts, revealing to the patient prober layer upon layer of Western European life, from classical antiquity to the dawn of the modern age’.

The third major donor to the early library of St. David’s College was Dr Thomas Bowdler, who you may have heard of in relation to his notorious Family Shakespeare (1818). When Bowdler died in 1825, the substantial collection of tracts or pamphlet publications amassed by three generations of his forebears came to the college. Tracts are generally shorter works published separately, often cheaply, but include important treatises on various subjects and represent a major form of publishing during a particular period – principally the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The tract collection comprises about 828 volumes which embrace nearly 10,000 bound-in tracts, published mostly between about 1640 and 1730.
There were several other early gifts to St. David’s College in its foundation years. Together these comprise the ODS collection. The University of Oxford (and St Edmund Hall in particular) donated books, as did the University Press at Cambridge and the Record Commissioners in London. ‘Individuals gave small but important groups of books, notably Lord Cawdor who donated a remarkably pristine Aldine Greek Bible printed in 1518 in Venice.’
 The College also received the library of the now deceased eighteenth-century grammar school of Ystrad Meurig, Ceredigion, which remarkably included two sixteenth-century editions of Seneca’s Opera [complete works], and two sets of the two-volume folio first edition of Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary of the English Language.
Next Monday, in preparation for the project assignment on book illustration, we shall be considering the history of libraries more generally, as well as in relation to the historical development of classification (of knowledge and of the academic disciplines) and the encyclopaedia.

The following are printed and online sources of information relating to ownership and patronage, and other resources for provenance research
Burke’s Peerage. Online, access by subscription via <burkespeerage.com>

UK Genealogy Archives. Online, open access via <ukga.org>, provides access to Burke’s Peerage and Landed Gentry. (Burke’s Peerage is the definitive guide to the genealogy and heraldry of the Peerage, Baronetage, Knightage and Landed Gentry of the United Kingdom, the historical families of Ireland and the Commonwealth of Nations, &c.)

ACAD: A Cambridge Alumni Database. Online, open access via <venn.lib.cam.ac.uk>

Ancestry. Online, campus use only, access via <uwtsd.ac.uk/library/online-library/>

Alumni Oxoniensis: The Members of the University of Oxford, 1715-1886: Their Parentage, Birthplace, and Year of Birth, with a Record of their Degrees: Being the Matriculation Register of the University, 4 vols (London: Joseph Foster, 1888) SPEC REF R 942.042 FOS

Alumni Oxoniensis. Online, open access via <british-history.ac.uk/alumni-oxon/1500-1714>

CCEd: Clergy of the Church of England Database. Online, open access via <theclergydatabase.org.uk>
Oxford Dictionary of National Biography. Online, access via <uwtsd.ac.uk/library/online-library/>
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